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One Month Earlier 

Many NSA members are switching to the digital version of 
Smokejumper delivered by email instead of the printed edition. It is 
sent as a PDF identical to the hard copy issue. Advantages include 
early delivery (a month ahead of USPS), ease of storage, and NSA 
postal expense savings.

NSA Director Fred Cooper (NCSB-62) says: “I will opt to have my 
magazines delivered electronically rather than via USPS to save us 
direct $ in printing and mailing, not to mention  your hand labor in 
processing.”  

To request email delivery, please contact Editor Chuck Sheley 
chucksheley@gmail.com. 

Your Correct Email Address is very Important

In order to save the NSA time and money, Chuck Sheley is sending 
renewals and the merchandise flyer via email. Sending via email is a 
good cost-efficient move. To see if we have your correct email address, 
go to the NSA website at www.smokejumpers.com. Click on “News and 
Events” at the top of the page. Click on “Jump List” on the pulldown, 
type in your last name.

Please contact Chuck if we need to update your email. His contact 
information is on this page. 

If You Move or Are “Temporarily Away”

Smokejumper magazine is mailed USPS bulk mail to get the best 
mailing rate. However, bulk mail is not forwarded. It is returned 
with first class postage due. If remailed to your new address, we are 
charged another first class postage. Its mailing cost then exceeds the 
printing expense. 

Pleased notify us of any change in your mailing address. If you are 
going to be temporarily away, we could send you a PDF of that issue 
saving us all mailing expenses. Please send any address changes to 
chucksheley@gmail.com.

Contact

Articles, obits, membership, change of address:
Chuck Sheley, chucksheley@gmail.com, 530-893-0436
10 Judy Lane, Chico CA 95926

All else:
• Mike Bina, NSA President, beanuh1@yahoo.com
• Members may review NSA financial information upon 
request.
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Some big news on 
the horizon: A Nation-

al Smokejumper Reunion is being 
tentatively planned for Missoula 
in 2025. Stay tuned for details.

In the last issue of 
Smokejumper, I shared brief bios 
of the NSA’s newest four Board 
members. Here are fi ve more 
NSA Board members who have 
chosen to dedicate their time and 
eff ort on your behalf. 
Denis Breslin (NCSB-69)

Denny was an active 
smokejumper for three years. Denny became a 
B-777 Captain for American Airlines based at 
LAX, where he served for 31 years. He was the 
Los Angeles Domicile Chairman, serving three 
terms on the Board of Directors of the Allied 
Pilots Association. He was also the National 
Communications Committee Chairman and an 
executive member of the Committee for Armed 
Defense of the Cockpit. Th is group initiated the 
“Arming Pilots Against Terrorism Act of 2002,” 
protecting US airliners from being hijacked and 
used as weapons of mass destruction following 
the loss of two planes and crews on 9-11. Denny 
resides with his wife in El Cajon, California, and 
has served on the NSA Board since 2020
Fred Cooper (NCSB-62) Trails Program 
Coordinator

Fred was an active smokejumper for six years. 
Aft er smokejumping, Fred’s career was in human 
resources for the USFS and the U.S. Dept. of Ag-
riculture. Aft er retiring early from federal service, 
Fred was a contractor for another decade provid-
ing human resource services for several federal 
land management agencies in the western U.S. 
Fred resides with his wife in Missoula, Montana, 
and has served on the NSA Board since 2001.
Bill Derr Associates Representative

Bill was the Forest Service Special Agent 
in Charge in the California Region from 1972 
through 1990. He began his career with the USFS 
in California in 1952 and worked in fi re control 

positions until 1969 when 
he was selected as the 
South Zone Special Agent. Prior 
to that, Bill served in the military 
as a navigator on USN Submarine 
Redfi sh, 1956-57. He resides in 
Berkeley, California, and has served 
on the NSA Board since 2015.
Jim Lindell (IDC-64) General 
Counsel

Jim was an active smokejumper 
at Idaho City and McCall, Idaho. He 
wanted to be a smokejumper since 
reading about them in the school 

library while in 8th grade. Firefi ghting paid his 
tuition at the University of Minnesota (UM). Aft er 
graduating, he was draft ed and sent to Korea where 
he served as a 2nd Lt. in the intelligence branch of 
the Army. Aft er discharge, Jim earned a Masters 
Degree at American University, District of Colum-
bia. He subsequently worked for the federal gov-
ernment, then worked for the Minnesota gover-
nor’s staff . He graduated from the U.M. Law School 
and has been in private practice since 1977. Jim has 
been named on the Minnesota’s “Super Lawyers” 
list every year since 1998. He resides in Minneapo-
lis with his wife, a former KGB offi  cer he met in 
Moscow, with whom he has two children and four 
grandchildren. Jim has served on the NSA Board 
since 2015.
Joe Stutler (MSO-71)

Joe has extensive experience as a wildland 
fi refi ghter and in wildland fi refi ghting leadership 
positions (56 years). He was an active smokejump-
er in Missoula for three seasons. Joe is currently 
the Senior Advisor for the Natural Resources and 
Wildland Fire in Deschutes County, Oregon. For 
many years, Joe was a Fire Operations Specialist for 
USFS and BLM in the Pacifi c Northwest. Joe cur-
rently holds Red Cards for Type 1 Incident Com-
mander and Area Commander positions. He is 
currently on the Board of Directors of the National 
Forest Service Retiree Association in addition to 
the Board of the NSA. Joe resides with his wife in 
Sisters, Oregon, and has served on the NSA Board 
since 2020.  

by Bob McKean
(Missoula ’67)

Message from the President
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He walks off the fire. Sleep, if any, was of 
short duration. He looks tired, but still 
focused and determined. He did his job—

and well. Fire lined and it wasn’t easy. But no one 
promised it would be. Now the pack out. The work 
only continues. A much needed and welcomed 
shower, clean clothes, and a bed await.

Pictured is Bob McKean (MSO-67) on one of 
his many fires over his 11-year jumping career. He 
jumped out of Missoula and West Yellowstone, and 
boosted in Silver City, McCall, Grangeville, Win-
throp, Redding, Redmond, and Alaska.

Bob was recognized in April by the NSA board 
of directors at their spring meeting in Salt Lake City 
for his 11-year tenure serving on the board and as 
the NSA president from 2018 to 2024. Bob did his 
job in the traditional and usual smokejumper way—
expectations exceeded.

To honor Bob as he walks off and packs out, 
the NSA board will be presenting him a chromed 
Pulaski as an expression of our appreciation for his 
service, leadership, and many contributions.

A Tribute to a Smokejumper
by Mike Bina (Missoula ’68)

The Hardrock Way
Packing Trips & Smokejumper Flips

A collection of short stories about packing and hunting, 
Smokejumper Flips, and other adventures in the Idaho 
Mountains. In his unique and witty way, Lee Jensen (MYC-
69) tells his stories as if you are right there with him. “Blessing” 
will tug at your heart strings as Lee accomplishes one of his 
goals he made to himself after a liver transplant. “Flips” tells 
about a Smokejumper bonding ritual. 

These true and colorful stories, written by an amazing 
“salt-of-the-earth” guy who truly loved nature and life, are sure 
to put a smile on your face and entertain readers of many ages.

Contact Rainey Jensen, Lee’s wife
raineyjensen4@gmail.com

$25 includes S/H
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The voice coming 
from my phone 
tried to sound 

apologetic. “Sorry Walt, 
but I can’t go.” 

I was standing in my 
California living room 
amid a pile of waterproof 
bags filled with camping 
gear and food I’d packaged 
into two-person meals. I 
was also within 24 hours 
of flying to Whitehorse to 
begin an almost two-week 
canoe journey down the 
Yukon River. Had my trip 
really imploded at the very 
last moment? Having solitude and self-reliance as 
my only companions for a lengthy time in a semi-
wilderness is a situation I could readily cope with. 
Beyond putzing around in the children’s play area of 
a local lake with my wife’s grandson, I knew that it 
was highly desirable to aim one of the pointy ends of 
a canoe directly downstream and definitely not good 
to allow the craft to turn broadside to the current or 
any waves. Starving, however, was less likely than 
winning the power ball lottery.

The Yukon River between Whitehorse and 
Dawson is not noted for its challenging white water, 
having only two rather easy rapids on that entire 
480-mile stretch of water. The allure of doing such 
a trip is almost entirely historical. Would be “get-
rich-quick” prospectors who joined the 1897-1900 
Klondike gold rush faced a long, difficult journey. 
Following a boat ride from Seattle to Skagway, 
Alaska, Canadian authorities required them to 
carry one ton of supplies over Chilkoot Pass to the 
headwaters of the Yukon. In May, when ice broke 
up, those who had endured the cold, darkness, 

and loneliness of a sub-
Arctic winter launched 
self-constructed log rafts 
and attempted floating to 
Dawson where the gold-
bearing Klondike River joins 
the Yukon.

Not all of them made 
it. An estimated 300 
perished in the turbulent 
water of Miles Canyon and 
Whitehorse Rapids, and 
perhaps 15 more drowned 
at Five Fingers Rapids. 
The logistics necessary to 
retrace the prospector’s river 
excursion are now much 

simpler. Fly to Whitehorse, rent a canoe, float to 
Dawson, turn in the canoe, and let the RCMP know 
you arrived. Since the start of the new millennium, 
you can book this trip (for a hefty fee) with a 
commercial guide service. All the easily mineable 
gold, however, is long gone. 

In less than 30 minutes, I nearly ingloriously 
joined the lengthy casualty list. As the Yukon begins 
to leave the outskirts of Whitehorse, it makes a loop 
around the city dump. Entering this bend, I was 
hit by a wicked 30mph crosswind, which slammed 
3-foot waves against the side of my canoe. Had I 
been more experienced, I would have gone ashore 
immediately and towed my boat along the bank 
instead of waiting until it was half full of water and 
nearly trash-compacted.

A few hours later, on a calm, cool, sunny, sublime 
evening, I reached the southern end of 34-mile-
long Lake Laberge. The lake had long ago been 
immortalized as the setting for Robert Service’s 
memorable poem “The Cremation of Sam McGee.” 
It also has a nasty reputation for near hurricane-

Down the Yukon Alone
A Solo Canoe Trip From Whitehorse to Dawson

by Walt Vennum (Fairbanks ’62)

Walt Vennum
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force winds. Numerous accounts exist of capsized 
canoes, parties stranded for days on mid-lake 
islands, or slowly, timidly, and laboriously working 
their way along the lake’s eastern margin. The short 
late summer night’s chill was vanishing as fast as 
shadows were fleeing the lake’s calm surface when I 
paddled out onto its centerline and stayed there—
all day. Thirty-two miles later, with both shoulders 
feeling like they’d been stretched on a medieval-age 
torture rack, I swallowed an entire bottle of vitamin 
(ibuprofen) pills and collapsed into my tent.

Angry wind-driven whitecaps splashing onto 
the gravel bar where I was camped woke me from a 
sound slumber mid-morning. After bashing through 
the surf zone, I hugged the shore for two more miles 
before being swept almost violently into the outlet. 
The next 30 miles were the finest of the trip. This 
section of river is so narrow and the current so swift 
that trees passed by almost in a blur. The water was 
crystal clear. These conditions abruptly changed 
when I reached the confluence with the Teslin River. 
The Yukon widened, slowed, and turned a murky, 
opaque tan, and I could hear suspended sediment 
striking the sides of my canoe. For the rest of my 
trip, I obtained drinking, cooking, cleaning, and 
bathing water (and fish) from side streams. 

Any smokejumper coming off an Alaskan fire 
who attempts to wash off dirt and smoke by bathing 
in the Yukon will almost immediately find his or her 
body covered with a thin film of glittering grit that 
is almost impossible to scrub off. Violent volcanic 
eruptions 1,900 and 1,200 years ago blanketed much 
of the southern Yukon Territory with two layers of 
easily erodible volcanic ash. Geologists would like 
you to believe that a large portion of the suspended 
sediment carried by the Yukon is ash created by 
these eruptions. Legend has it, however, that the ash 
is a remnant from the “Cremation of Sam McGee.”

 Three days later, I drifted under one of the 
very few bridges that crossed the Yukon and 
stopped in the then-small village of Carmacks 
for a lukewarm shower, a hot meal of non-freeze-
dried food, and several Moose Drool drafts. In 
the town campground, I met four Canadian 
teenagers, including a 14-year-old girl, emulating the 
prospectors in a far better style than me. They had 
hitchhiked from Whitehorse south down the Alcan 

Highway to Johnson’s Crossing, built a very sturdy 
looking log raft and started down the Teslin River. 
This alternate start to my journey avoided what 
for them would have been an extremely agonizing, 
exhausting paddle the length of Lake Laberge but 
missed the beauty of the “Thirty Mile River.” 

Twenty-three miles below Carmacks, the river 
makes an abrupt 90-degree right turn. On the inside 
of this bend is a billboard worthy of a Los Angeles 
freeway: WARNING 5 FINGERS RAPIDS ½ 
MILE AHEAD STAY RIGHT. In the next half mile 
are two smaller signs, each with a similar message. At 
the end of this stretch, the river takes a 90-degree left 
turn in front of another LA freeway billboard bearing 
a black skull and crossbones and yet another admon-
ishment to STAY RIGHT. Five Fingers Rapid is 
both misnamed and overrated. Three equally spaced 
rocky islets jut out of the water like gnarled fence 
posts dividing the river into four channels. I swept 
out of the left turn, lined up perfectly for the right-
most slot, and easily crashed through waves smaller 
than those created by a three-year-old child having 
a temper tantrum in a bathtub. On a whitewater dif-
ficulty rating scale from one to six, Five Fingers is no 
more than easy class two.

Until the 1950s, when the Klondike Highway fi-
nally reached Dawson, the river between Whitehorse 
and Dawson was regularly plied by wood-burning 
paddlewheel steamboats. On top of the bluffs above 
Five Fingers are the remains of a gigantic winch 
system used to pull these boats upriver through the 
rapids. Not all these boats made it either. The right 
side of Rink Rapid, seven miles farther on, is par-
tially blocked by the engine of the “Dawson,” which 
wrecked there in 1926. The left side of this rapid is 
longer than Five Fingers but no more difficult. If you 
totally blow it in either of these rapids and escape 
with only the clothes you are wearing and a wet 
passport, it’s only a two-mile hike out to the highway 
if you wash up on the right bank.

Below Rink Rapid, the river veers sharply away 
from the road and enters trackless forest. Although 
there is no more road access until reaching Daw-
son, this area is not a true wilderness. People live 
out there along the river, trying to scratch out an 
existence by hunting, fishing, trapping, vegetable 
gardens, and panning small amounts of gold. The 



sticks bound together with spider webs, dental floss, 
and industrial-strength chewing gum. The engine 
and cars are so small, almost like a child’s toy train, 
and the tracks so narrow that on every bend, I imag-
ined centrifugal force tossing the entire train into the 
bottom of one of the very deep canyons below the 
tracks. From Skagway, I rode the Alaska State Ferry 
back to Seattle, thus reversing the last part of the 
gold rush pioneers holiday. I arrived in Seattle with 
as much gold in my pockets as the vast majority of 
them.

Walt jumped at Fairbanks 1962-63 and 65-66. In 1964, 
he graduated from the University of Montana with an 
honors bachelor’s degree in Geology. In 1971, he was 
awarded a Ph.D. in geology from Stanford University and 
began a 30-plus-year career as a college geology professor 
at Sonoma State University in Northern California. Walt 
participated in two deep-sea drilling cruises on board the 
R/V Glomar Challenger. He was awarded the Antarctic 
Service medal by the US Congress and has an Antarctic 
Mountain named after him.

longest I went without seeing another person was 36 
hours. I did not see much wildlife—two black bears, 
a few eagles, and a lone wolverine I recognized from 
its unusual looping gait.

Four days later, approaching the mouth of the 
Stewart River, I moved to the left side of the Yukon 
to avoid any turbulence at the confluence. Without 
warning, my canoe scrunched to a sudden stop, in-
stantly pivoted broadside to the current, and tipped 
far enough to partially fill with water and nearly toss 
me out. Forty yards in from the left bank, I’d run 
aground on a sandbar hidden beneath six inches of 
muddy water. After changing my trousers, I contin-
ued without incident, arriving in Dawson late in the 
afternoon two days later.

While bicycling to many of the nearby historical 
gold rush sites, I began to think about continuing 
my journey downriver past Eagle, Circle, and Fort 
Yukon in Alaska, through Rampart Canyon where I 
had made one of my first fire jumps, and to Tanana 
thus more than doubling the length of my trip. The 
canoe company was willing to sell me a boat but 
wanted more money than the United States paid 
Russia to purchase 
Alaska in 1867. Air 
freighting the canoe 
from Tanana to White-
horse would be almost 
as expensive, and I 
seriously doubted I 
could sell the canoe in 
Tanana for more than 
a fraction of what I’d 
paid for it.

One hitchhike ride 
with a trucker brought 
me back to White-
horse, where I took a 
thrilling ride on the 
narrow-gauge White 
Pass & Yukon Railroad 
to Skagway. The tracks 
are literally plastered 
onto the steep moun-
tainsides or lain across 
wooden trestles seem-
ingly made of match 
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This article records the 
history of the unique 
partnership developed 

in the 1960s for expedient back-
country pararescue and medivac. 

Since the 1940s, the smoke-
jumper program has provided a 
rapid first responder pararescue 
capability to injured jumpers, 
firefighters, forest personnel, and 
the general recreation public. 
This capability was highlighted 
by Dr. Amos Little’s heroic jump 
in 1944 to provide medical care 
to the flight crew of a crashed 
B-17 in Colorado. 

For many years, area physicians felt the need for 
improved emergency care for permanent residents 
and valley and backcountry visitors. In 1968, NCSB, 
through an “informal special cooperative agree-
ment,” developed a more effective backcountry 
pararescue response to serve smokejumper opera-
tions and the general recreating public. Partners in 
this endeavor were the Okanogan National Forest/
NCSB, the Okanogan County Sheriff ’s Department, 
and local primary care physician Dr. William (Doc) 
Henry, founder of Aero-Methow Rescue. Dr. Henry 
was an ex-Navy Flight Surgeon. Dr. James Baker, an 
ex-Navy helicopter pilot and medical doctor, joined 
Henry’s Aero-Methow Rescue team in 1968. Dur-
ing his tenure with Dr. Henry, Dr. Baker completed 
NCSB jump training in 1969 and 70. Although he 
never made a pararescue jump, he did make a fire 
jump on the Wenatchee National Forest in 1970.

Dr. Henry, a nationally recognized leader in back-
country emergency services, saw the need to pool 
Okanogan County search and rescue (SAR) re-
sources. The Sheriff ’s Department was not well pre-
pared or equipped for backcountry SAR responses. 

The county is located on the east 
slope of the North Cascades, 
and much of it is national forest, 
including the Pasayten and Lake 
Chelan-Sawtooth Wildernesses. 
The North Cascades National 
Park borders the forest on the 
west, and British Columbia 
forms the northern border. The 
region has a heavy fire occur-
rence and very heavy recreation 
use. Responses to backcountry 
accidents/illnesses were slow 
and often inadequate.

Mission Protocols
The cooperative agreement’s objective was to pro-

vide a rapid pararescue medivac response to Forest 
Service personnel and forest recreationalists. Re-
quests for backcountry SAR services came from per-
sons associated with the injured party or someone 
aware of the need for medical help, often wilderness 
rangers. Requests for assistance were made to the 
Forest Service, the Sheriff, or Aero-Methow Rescue/
Dr. Henry. A simple decision matrix was followed to 
determine the best first responder resource.

If the decision matrix indicated that jumpers were 
the most expedient resource to respond, the Forest 
Dispatcher placed a Resource Order with NCSB 
pending availability of EMTs, daylight requirements, 
etc. For non-Forest Service personnel, the request 
would generally come from the Sheriff. When Dr. 
Henry received a direct request, he notified the Sher-
iff and Forest Service, often with a request for the 
NCSB pararescue team.

The NCSB pararescue team consisted of a Team 
Leader, multiple EMTs, and additional “litter carri-
ers,” if needed. The average number of jumpers per 
mission was four. A first aid equipment module was 

North Cascades Pararescue 
Operations, 1957-89

by Bill Moody (North Cascades ’57)

William “Bill” Moody
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always carried on board the jump plane, and more 
specialized emergency gear was loaded on board as 
“might be needed.” Although most jump conditions 
were like the “average fire jump,” several rescues 
exceeded “fire jump parameters.”

Once on the ground, the mission protocol called 
for conducting a medical evaluation, stabilizing 
the patient, communicating the patient evaluation 
directly to Dr. Henry, following the doctor’s stand-
ing orders, determining the most expedient medivac 
option, and transporting the injured via litter/ambu-
lance or helicopter to a medical facility. 

The average time from notification to arrival at 
a medical facility was five hours, pending daylight. 
USFS contract or CWN helicopters provided the 
medivac to the care facility when available. When 
not available, military helicopters from Whidbey Is-
land Naval Base, Fairchild Air Force Base, or Yakima 
Firing (Army) Range provided the medivac service.

NCSB First AID/EMT Training
Until 1972, emergency care skills were generally 

obtained through the standard smokejumper Red 
Cross training course. Beginning in 1973, Dr. 
Henry offered an Emergency Medical Technician 
(EMT) course for Methow Valley residents. A few 
NCSB jumpers, including myself, took the course 
and earned an EMT certification. By the mid-70s, 
NCSB normally had four or more certified EMTs. 
Through the years, Doc gave the NCSB EMTs 
advanced training, including IV administration, use 
of epinephrine, plaster cast administration, MAST 
trousers, air splints, Demerol, O2 administration, 
and more. 

Training Foreman Elmer Neufeld (CJ-44) devel-
oped a three-section tandem litter to facilitate medi-
vac operations. The litter was designed to be sup-
ported by four litter bearers—two tandem persons 
in front and two in back. This allowed the rescuers 
to walk on the trail directly in front and back of the 
litter. An adjustable shoulder harness was attached 
to the litter. Once on a trail, the rescuers could travel 
at 2.5 to 3 mph. 

Winter SAR Operations
In 1974, in response to a couple of winter back-

country medivac requests, the Forest Service autho-

rized winter pararescue/SAR operations. During the 
1970s, the USFS Twin Beech was stationed on the 
Okanogan year round. An Aero Commander was 
also available.

In preparation for winter jump operations, NCSB 
overhead took a US Air Force Winter Survival 
course at Fairchild AFB in Spokane, Washington. 
During the winters of 1974-76, we jumped to six dif-
ferent “winter exercise” locations in the mountains 
surrounding the Methow Valley, all in snow two to 
six feet deep. Lightweight, small snowshoes were 
carried in the jump pant pocket to facilitate access to 
the cargo. Full-size snowshoes and a snow sled were 
dropped for patient extrication. We “overnighted” in 
igloos/snow shelters on a couple of the training ex-
ercises. Although the winter SAR capability proved 
feasible, the Forest Service/NCSB terminated the 
program. There were no pararescue missions during 
this time.

Wenatchee Rappel Training
During the analysis period, the Wenatchee NF 

rappel crews (smokesliders) conducted their an-
nual rappel training at NCSB. If jump conditions 
precluded jumping, we wanted a backup platform to 
deploy our pararescue team. Like jumping, rappel-
ling provided quick access to injured persons and 
met our Cooperative Pararescue/SAR agreement 
objectives. NCSB EMTs, including myself, would go 
through rappel certification each spring. Although 
we never used the rappel option on a rescue, we did 
provide jumpers for a fire.

Dr. Brent Smith Wilderness  
Pararescue Study

In 1989 Brent A. Smith (RAC-78) MD, De-
partment of Emergency Medicine at Darnall Army 
Hospital in Fort Hood, Texas, authored a study: 
SMOKEJUMPER WILDERNESS RESCUE MIS-
SIONS: Experience of the North Cascades Smoke-
jumper Base 1957-1988. Report data was obtained 
from NCSB/USFS logs and personal records from 
1957-89. Not included in Dr. Smith’s analysis are 
helicopter rescue missions.

NOTE: Brent served 10 years active duty and mul-
tiple tours as a frontline doctor. Tours included Desert 
Storm, Iraq, the Sinai, and Afghanistan. As a smoke-
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jumper, Brent made over 100 fire jumps. Brent passed 
away in 2018.

During the study period, NCSB responded to 
various emergencies involving USFS and non-USFS 
personnel. These included four aircraft crashes, 
hunter gunshot incidents, a dynamite cap explosion 
blowing off a hand of a USFS employee, two cardiac-
related incidents, perforated peptic ulcer, multiple 
horse-related broken backs, ribs, pelvis, legs, ankle, 
diabetics, sepsis (severe blood poisoning), and 
jumper broken backs, broken legs, dislocated shoul-
ders, pneumothorax, and third-degree burns.

Four missions involved the recovery of deceased 
victims suffering injuries related to aircraft crashes, 
a victim of a fatal gunshot wound, and a fatal horse 
rollover. 

We applied CPR and administered IVs and epi-
nephrine to a lookout suffering anaphylactic shock. 
We also applied plaster casts, lots of Demerol, many 
splints, neck braces, and backboards. We packed 
out a “freeze-dried” glacier hiker, missing for seven 
years, and conducted a 20-jumper, two-day search 
for a lost hiker on the Canadian border. 

Wilderness Rescue Report Findings
Dr. Smith’s study documented NCSB jumpers 

responding to 62 pararescue/SAR missions 
from 1957-88. There were a couple of additional 
pararescues in 1989. Dr. Smith’s report included 
only “parachute missions,” although NCSB did 

respond to a handful of helicopter and vehicle access 
requests. The analysis revealed that from 1957-88, 
18% of the rescues were classified in the “critical 
or fatal outcome” category, 67.5% were classified 
as “urgent,” and 80.5% were classified as “trauma.” 
Dr. Smith determined that 45% of the victims were 
transported to a care facility primarily by helicopter 
and 18% primarily via litter. Half of the victims were 
USFS employees, and the other half were civilians, 
generally recreationalists.

Epilogue
Doc Henry distinguished himself in emergency 

medicine. He developed state-level EMT training 
programs and guidelines. Doc retired in 1990 and 
passed away in 1998. Aero-Methow Rescue contin-
ues under the very able leadership of Dr. Henry’s 
daughter and paramedic, Cindy Button. Aero-
Methow is recognized for its outstanding service and 
is a critical part of EMS in the Methow Valley and 
Okanogan County. 

After leaving Aero-Methow in 1970, Dr. Baker 
returned to school to become a pathologist and reen-
listed in the Navy. He is now retired. 

Base Manager Bill Moody made 31 pararescue/
search jumps during his career. NCSB continues to 
have a cadre of EMTs and a paramedic available to 
serve the smokejumper community and the public.

Doc Henry’s vision lives on. 

In 1974 I was a rookie on the Bighorn Inter-
Regional Fire Suppression Crew at Greybull, 
Wyoming. The crew name was later changed 

to the Wyoming Hotshots. As a “new man,” I was 
classified as a GS-3 and made $3.08 per hour. We 
also earned overtime pay (time and ½) and another 
¼ hazard duty pay if the fire was uncontrolled. We 
worked long, hard, and often dangerous hours for 
our pay. There were no work / rest guidelines then. 

We were under the command of the WWII genera-
tion and fighting forest fires was war.

At the same time, I was in my sophomore year 
in Forestry at Colorado State University (CSU). I 
figured that the full cost of two semesters (1 year), 
or later three quarters, at CSU came to a total of 
$2,300 dollars. This included all costs from tuition to 
books and fees, and room and board at Green Hall 
on campus. 

What Happened to America’s Middle 
Class? An Old Forester’s Perspective

by Karl Brauneis (Missoula ’77)
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Often, we met the $2,300 dollar bench mark by 
mid-August on the crew. We joked that the rest of 
the time worked was for the beer money we could 
earn till the fire season ended after Labor Day. In 
those days Colorado was legal for 3.2 beer for 18- to 
20-year-olds. It was the ideal setup, but that’s anoth-
er story for another time.

College started the second week of September. 
We were on the perfect Agriculture schedule (CSU 
was originally known as Colorado Agricultural 
College and then Colorado A&M). I graduated from 
CSU with no debt. I wasn’t rich, but I had no debt 
when I reported to the smokejumpers at Missoula, 
Montana, after graduation.

Later, as a forester in 1998, I ran the numbers 
for what the seasonal firefighters and rangers who 
worked for me made in comparison to their school-
ing. Since our ranger station is located in Wyoming, 
I used the University of Wyoming (UW) as the 
plumbline since most of our seasonals attended UW. 
I found that between the years 1974 and 1998 the 
cost of college, compared to the Forest Service wage 
we paid them, had risen almost three-fold. I believe 
the cost for an instate student to attend my alma 
mater at CSU had risen four-fold by then.

At this same time, we began to see the new 
mansions and hobby ranches built on the outskirts 
of the forest at Dubois and Lander, Wyoming. The 
joke began that in Jackson the billionaires were 
driving out the millionaires. An exaggeration, but it 
made the point that wealth was being consolidated 
by the few. At the same time, the squeeze began on 
the middle class in earnest as housing prices soared.

A district ranger and I crunched some other 
numbers to confirm. In 1972 the ranger was a GS-9 
Forester. In 1998 he was now a GS-12 District 
Ranger near the end of his career. We looked at the 
cost of a new Ford truck in 1972 and compared it to 
1998. We also looked at other common costs and 
inflation. We determined that his GS-12 in 1998 
was financially equivalent to his GS-9 in 1972. His 
fiscal standard of living had remained the same for 
26 years.

It became obvious that the elites had consolidated 
their power and wealth by destroying a once vibrant 
middle class. Someone was getting rich, terribly 
rich, on the backs of the working men and women of 

America. Our federal politicians not only condoned 
it but were part of it through insider trading and 
legalizing the illegal by changing and passing laws to 
benefit the few.

Let’s look at just one example. The Northwest 
Forest Plan of 1995 locked up 20 million acres 
of mature and old growth timber to save the 
spotted owl. The plan was driven by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service under the Threatened and 
Endangered Species Act but signed off by the USFS. 
As foresters we warned that the “saved acres” would 
simply all burn up, and they did. The Forest Service 
response to the catastrophe—”Beyond the scope 
of the planners.” Really? That’s all you got? No 
apology? No change of direction? Dumbfounding at 
best. Dogma at its finest.

With their habitat now burned up, the spotted 
owl population suffered an 85% reduction in nesting 
pairs. Foresters in Oregon concluded that the loss to 
their state’s economy was approximately 80 billion 
dollars per year. An entire timber industry that 
supported middle class families had been destroyed. 

This is just one example of the waste and 
destruction not only to our forests, but to American 
jobs and families. Today, timber must be imported 
at high transportation costs from Canada and other 
countries. 

I also crunched the numbers for timber lost 
since 1995 under the Northwest Plan. One logging 
truck will carry 5,500 board feet of timber, or 10 
cords. Take your pick. The loss on just the National 
Forests would amount to 50 million fully loaded 
logging trucks by 2022. Again, American jobs lost 
and increased fuel loadings to drive high-intensity 
forest fires that not only put our firefighters at greater 
risk, but now burn up entire communities and kill 
citizens.

I submit that the T&E Act actually did more for 
attorneys and environmental elites then it did for the 
wildlife it was designed to protect. The few got rich 
while the working men and woman and the forest 
itself suffered.

Now, imagine the cost to middle class America 
under the present day $32 trillion national debt. 
It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to conclude that 
“Something is Rotten in Denmark,” or should we say 
“Washington.”



1966 was a busy fire season for Region 4. We ran 
low on smokejumpers and jump aircraft, so a 
request was made for more jump ships, jump-

ers, and spotters. Bobby Montoya (IDC-62) came 
from the Idaho City Base in their Pilatus Turbo Por-
ter as a spotter. The Porter had some amazing STOL 
numbers and carried four jumpers, cargo, spotter, 
and the pilot, Bob Duncan. The exit was the rear 
clamshell door on the left side of the aircraft. 

The Smokejumper Retread Program was in effect. 
Mike Howard (MSO-61), a ranger on the Gila NF, 
and Ray Rivera (NCSB-61), who owned and oper-
ated a tire store, came up from Silver City. Ray was 
Bobby’s cousin. I would end up making three fire 
jumps with Ray. Dick Tracy (MSO-53), base man-
ager from Redding, also came north. They passed 
the P.T. test, practiced letdowns, and made their 
refresher jumps. Not a bad day’s work!

I came off a fire the day they arrived and went on 
the list with them that evening. The next morning, 
smoke was reported on Porphyry Creek in the Idaho 
Primitive Area. We were dispatched to and arrived 
over the fire early in the day. Everything proceeded 
normally. I was to be fourth jumper in one-man 
sticks. When my turn came, I hooked up and slid 
into the door in a sitting position with no step. 
Bobby lined up the aircraft on the jump run. Shortly 
thereafter, Bobby slapped me on the shoulder, and 
out the door I went.

Almost immediately, I was suspended from the 
lower harness or leg strap. I was bouncing against 
the side of the aircraft with my upper body and legs 
trailing aft. I remember reading the aircraft manu-
facturer’s logo on the side of the aircraft fuselage. 
I noticed the yellow static line looping between 
the fuselage and me. It seemed to extend almost to 
the tail wheel. I grabbed it and looked over my left 
shoulder to determine which end was hooked to the 
airplane. I didn’t want to think about tugging on the 
end that was designed to open my main parachute. A 

canopy opening, while solidly hooked to an aircraft, 
can tear the plane apart, and I was wearing two cano-
pies. I knew Bobby might cut me away at any time. 
Our training had made us aware of that possible 
eventuality. 

With the proper end of the static line in hand, I 
used it to pull my upper body against the slipstream 
to a prone position on my back, with my belly bump-
ing against the side and bottom of the fuselage. 
While securing that position with a right-hand grip 
on the static line, I reached the lower corner of the 
jump door opening with my left hand. I then re-
leased the static line from my right hand and gained 
a right-hand hold on the lower door frame.

I looked up and was able to see Bobby kneeling at 
the door with his knife in his right hand. He had an 
intent look on his face and appeared to be evaluat-
ing options. Thank goodness! I immediately became 
“Little Johnny “in the back of the room. Pick me! Pick 
me! I felt that I needed to do everything possible to 
help Bobby decide what to do. I used both hands 
to pull myself as close to the door as possible. The 
rope climb in training paid off. While securing my 
position with my right hand, I grabbed the porthole 
window sill, located inside the aircraft, aft of the 
jump door, for a higher grip with my left hand. Then 
I caught a glimpse of Bobby talking into Bob Dun-
can’s right ear. 

I struggled to get a higher grip on the door and 
up the aircraft sidewall. No success. I looked down 
at my front side and noted that my reserve container 
was jammed under the belly of the aircraft. While 
hanging onto the porthole sill with my left hand, I re-
leased my right grip and tried pushing my body away 
from the aircraft. It didn’t budge a millimeter. The 
slipstream and propwash had me locked in place. 
Talk about disappointment. I regripped and looked 
back up into the aircraft. Bobby was on his knees 
in the door. He appeared to have his hands on my 
capewells. The jump jacket collar was blocking my 

How Bobby Montoya Saved 
My Life

by Eldon Askelson (McCall ’66)
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view most of the time. Bobby had his head up, facing 
the pilot station, and appeared to be yelling. Seeing 
Bobby’s efforts inspired me to give it another best 
effort. Then, in an instant, I flew through the jump 
door and was entangled with Bobby against the air-
craft wall and the floor opposite the jump door.

Can you imagine the feeling of the instant cel-
ebration of life and joy I felt for Bobby’s efforts? He 
had snatched tragedy from our immediate future 
and replaced it with the continuation of a smoke-
jumper’s dream.

After untangling from Bobby, I refit my har-
ness, reserve, and leg straps. The left leg strap was 
stretched to the limit, which meant I was not in the 
harness saddle and probably would have slipped out 
of the harness during opening shock. In the words of 
the immortal Stan Ramsay (MYC-58), “Brrrr.”

After refitting everything I could see and reach, 
I looked at Bobby, who had been cleaning up the 
mess in the back of the aircraft. He looked at me and 
said, “Do you still want to jump?” With the joy of 
a redeemed man, I said, “Yes, if you will check my 
backpack and deployment system.” I rolled onto my 
belly on top of the cargo so he could inspect and fix 
it as needed. This must have been when he pulled 
the shovel handle out of my tight ass and booted me 
out of the aircraft.

We worked the fire into the night. When we had 
just enough flame for a warming fire, we broke open 
our food bags and had a jump story celebration.

For 56 years, this is the story I told. Then, at a 
smokejumper coffee this past winter, Bobby and I 
ended up spontaneously “team telling” this story 
to some other old-timers. The story got longer and 
more complete. Two stories became one. I wish we 
could have taken the opportunity to tell our stories 
many years ago. As we told our story, we would 
interrupt one another as we saw fit. It was quite fun. 
But you could have knocked me over with a feather 
when he interrupted with the “Zero-G” portion of 
his story. All those years, I had been living under the 
misbelief that our cooperative physical effort got me 
back in the aircraft. Wrong!

Bobby’s experience as a smokejumper flying 
in turbulence and its g-forces, combined with his 
ever-active mind, created an on-the-spot solution. 
If he could make me float relative to the aircraft, 
my weightlessness and grip on the aircraft, with his 

bracing and pulling on my capewells, could make 
getting me back inside the plane easier. Bobby’s be-
ing braced was critical. It wouldn’t do to have both of 
us floating outside the aircraft.

The first time I caught a glimpse of Bobby, he 
was evaluating and formulating a plan. The second 
glimpse happened when he explained to Bob Dun-
can what he needed. Duncan understood and agreed 
to perform the “Zero-G” maneuver. In the third 
glimpse, Bobby appeared to be giving Duncan the 
command to “Execute.” 

Successfully performing the “Zero-G” maneuver 
requires a highly experienced and well-trained pilot. 
The maneuver is abrupt and uncommon and is not 
taught in normal flight training programs.

With caution, the pilot slows the aircraft to or 
below a speed where an abrupt maneuver will not 
cause structural damage to the aircraft. The pilot can 
then pitch the aircraft’s nose forward (down) until 
he/she feels light in their seat and is floating slightly 
against their seat belt and shoulder straps. This 
indicates that all untethered cargo and personnel 
aboard the aircraft, and anyone with a death grip on 
the jump door opening, will float (weightlessness). 
The aircraft is basically flying out from under them. 
Zero gravity will not be attained if this maneuver 
is not performed aggressively enough; however, if 
performed too aggressively, negative “gravity” can 
slam untethered cargo and personnel into the aircraft 
ceiling. 

Bob Duncan performed this maneuver so skill-
fully and for the perfect duration that I received no 
indication that it had happened at all.

While struggling with an ending for this story, 
Bobby surprised me with a letter that contained a 
plan he had also devised if the “Zero-G” plan hadn’t 
worked. I want to share that note with everyone. 
Here is his note with only the tenses changed: 

If our little acrobatic stunt didn’t work, here was 
the plan. The safest place to cut you lose would 
have to be over Payette Lake. When we would 
arrive at the lake, we were going to buzz the ma-
rina to get their attention. Then climb up to 800 
feet and cut you lose. It would have made a good 
story depending on how close I could get you to 
the Shore Lodge lounge. 

“No Sky too High,” Bobby
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This was another fine example of Bobby’s mind 
working to get me to an area where we could cel-
ebrate with refreshments and an open bar near the 
splashdown site. And there would be drinks all 
around for participants and friends. After all, this 
was some pretty thirsty work.

Bobby Montoya is a high-flying, parachute-
riding, smoke-eating, fire-breathing “Spawn 

of Hades,” called back to the surface by the 
serendipitous smokejumper fire god, “Big Ernie,” to 
teach us boys how to be men. 

When I think of that morning over Porphyry 
Creek, which I do often these days, my heart sings 
with joy when I catch a glimpse of Bobby Montoya 
in the door of the Porter. He will always be special.
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GAC Goats
by Gary Shade (Missoula ’69)

Circa: 2008-2013. My 
wife and I were owner/
operators of an “expe-

diting” freight truck. We were 
part of an elite niche of contract 
truckers running specialty, time-
sensitive freight, including DOD 
munitions. Truckers filling this 
niche are called “Hotshots.”

I wrote and published a book, 
The Hotshot Chronicles, about 
our adventures and lifestyle on 
the road.  The cover includes the 
phrases “Expediting Life at 100 
km/hr.” and “The Highs Are Really High, and The 
Lows Are Really Low.”

To be a part of any elite organization, the real 
lows are what others avoid, but the elite recognize 
that is part of the process. The last phrase on the title 
page was from my experience as a smokejumper. 
And the real lows for me were packouts.

I really did not relish hauling all that gear over 
hill and dale through wilderness. There was nothing 
macho about the exercise of hauling 100 pounds of 
equipment out of the brush on my back.

There was actually a part of me that resented be-
ing treated like a beast of burden. When all the guts, 
glory, and camaraderie are stripped away, fighting 
fire is the epitome of stoop labor. In the labor mar-
ket, stoop labor is paid the least of all labor skills. 

Now, I could handle the ignominy of being a 
USFS stoop laborer risking life and limb for no ben-
efits, temp employment, and making a couple bucks 

an hour above minimum wage. 
But there is a labor activity that 
is even lower on the wage scale 
than a stoop laborer, and that is 
beast of burden. And that is the 
origin of “The highs are really 
high and lows are really low.”

Circa: 1977-1979. I had 
returned to jumping out of Mis-
soula in 77. This was now my 
fourth season as a jumper, and 
I was getting to the place where 
I kinda had it figured out about 
my role in the program.

There were a number of smaller bases scattered 
close to home whose area of operations were just a 
specific National Forest, like the bases at Cave Junc-
tion and Redmond, Oregon. However, I preferred to 
jump out of Missoula because its area was basically 
the North American Continent. I could work lon-
ger (make more money) and see more backcountry 
jumping fires out of MSO.

This was my first week of the new season, and I 
had completed the PT test and refresher jumps. It 
was Friday and we were to have a base-wide meeting 
with all hands on deck. This would lead to an over-
flow crowd in the barrack’s small auditorium.

The day before the meeting, I noticed a red 
Twin Otter pull up to the tarmac outside of our loft. 
Beside the pilot, there was only one other passenger 
on board, base manager Neil Walstad (MSO-61), 
from Grangeville. GAC’s area covered the Selway-
Bitterroot Wilderness, the second largest wilderness 

Gary Shade
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in the lower 48, which is mostly located within the 
Nez Perce N.F.

The news quickly spread that Neil flew into Mis-
soula to recruit a couple of jumpers to fill out his 
twenty-man crew. At that time GAC was a sub-base 
of MSO and administratively, the jumpers at Grang-
eville were Missoula jumpers. 

With the rumors of Walstad recruiting also came 
the comment that the jumpers out of GAC suffered 
through lengthier packouts than most other bases. 
Their area included some of the largest and most 
rugged wilderness areas in the northern Rockies, 
including the Salmon River Breaks

Though I liked the notion of working at a smaller 
base, the packout scuttlebutt ended any thought 
about transferring to GAC. Their nickname, GAC 
Goats, sounds endearing, but those goats turned 
into pack mules. 

I was impressed with Neil; not too many GS 12s 
in the US Government are flying around in their 
own twin engine aircraft. I was to subsequently learn 
that the red Twin Otter and pilot were CIA.

The day of a base-wide meeting was at hand. 
The base conference room was filled with jumpers 
anxious to start the season. But before the focus of 
the meeting started, Walstad stepped onto the small 
stage platform and got the group’s attention.

Neil was a handsome figure of a man, always 
wearing cowboy boots and western belt with Levis. 
If you put a cowboy hat on the guy, he would look 
like the Marlboro Man. Shy of 6’, he was lean and 
hard bodied. He had the presence of an experienced, 
mature leader with much self-confidence. 

I could tell by his body language and the way he 
started his talk that he was not pleased and seemed 
almost angry. Neil was frustrated. He was flying back 
to GAC empty-handed. He had no takers to fill out 
his crew. 

Almost glaring at a room full of jumpers, Neil 
simply said, “I’ve not been successful in getting a 
couple of jumpers coming over to Grangeville, and I 
hear that this issue is my packouts. Well, to that I say, 
“if you’re not tough enough to do my packouts, then 
I don’t want you at my base.”

And with that, Neil stepped off the stage in kinda 
a huff, made his way past rows of silent jumpers, and 
headed to the exit. I sat up in my chair and could 

not believe what I just witnessed. This man had just 
stood up in front of a room full of America’s A team 
of wildland firefighters and called them out as a 
bunch of pansies. I was way impressed. 

Now, that was the type of no-nonsense leader 
I wanted to work for. I’m not the type of man that 
needs to be led or motivated. I’m self-led and self-
motivated, but I do expect a kick in the ass when I 
screw up and then told how to do it right next time.

Until now, I never told my jumper mates that, 
in my prior military service, I was a US Army Spe-
cial Forces A-Team Leader (Green Beret officer). I 
hadn’t seen combat, so nothing to brag about being 
among Marines and CIA operators who saw combat 
on the Nam DMZ. My tour was spent on the East 
German Border. I am humble when amongst heroes.

Walstad was the type of boss that I was looking 
for. No BS or PC: just keep my head down and do 
what’s expected. As Neil walked past my row, with-
out thinking, I stood up and made my way towards 
the aisle and followed Neil out the door.

I found myself on the tarmac following Neil walk-
ing briskly to his Twin Otter. I could see the pilot 
doing the pre-flight. I called after him, and catching 
up, I simply stated, “Say, Neil, I wanna come work for 
you at Grangeville.”

Looking Back: July 20, 1940 (L to R) Jim 
Waite, Earl Cooley, Jim Alexander, and Dick 
Lynch at Moose Creek R.S. Alexander and 
Lynch are making their first fire jump on the 
second smokejumper fire. (Courtesy Jim 
Alexander, July 2004 Smokejumper issue.)
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The burning of small 
towns has become a 
sort of New Age ritual. 

Like fair maidens chained as 
offerings to dragons, small 
towns of the forest wait in 
the path of gigantic wildfires, 
helpless. Like knights-errant, 
valiant firefighters stand 
between them and the flames. 
But sometimes the defenders 
fail. Greenville, Paradise, 
Grizzly Flats, Concow, Keswick, 
Magalia, Pulga, Doyle, Detroit, 
Blue River, Vida, Phoenix, 
Talent, Elkhorn, Gates, Idanha, 
Mill City, Lyons, Malden, 
Canyondam, Bagdad, Los 
Alamos, Ruth. All burned. This 
is the story of Ruth. It is a story filled with questions.

The August Complex was a group of fires result-
ing from 38 different lightning strikes in Glenn, 
Lake, Mendocino, Shasta, Tehama, and Trinity 
Counties. Eventually, these fires merged to become 
the biggest wildfire in the United States since 1910. 
This fire was monstrous, with many factors. The 
incident we are looking at concerns the South Fork 
Mountain and the town of Ruth.

On September 26, 2020, the USFS Alaska In-
cident Team dropped incendiary devices, known 
as “dragon’s eggs,” from a helicopter to start fires 
on South Fork Mountain in Trinity County. They 
started fires on Rattlesnake Ridge and other ridges 
above the small town of Forest Glen. They called 
this a “defensive burn.”

The day after the Alaska Incident Team started 
their fires, a major “wind incident” occurred. Winds 
over 30 miles per hour roared in from the northeast 
and blew these fires up. They burned over South 
Fork Mountain, across Ruth Lake, and swept over 
the little community of Ruth.

Ruth is spread out along 
Ruth Lake. A lake is a pretty 
good fire break, but the fire 
jumped the lake, apparently in 
several places. Some houses 
were burned, and some, right 
next door, were spared in a 
mosaic of destruction.

The thing is, the Forest 
Service knew the winds were 
coming. They were predicted 
several days ahead of time by all 
available weather reports. The 
USA RAWS Climate Archive 
for the Mad River Station 
shows actual wind speeds of 
33 mph for September 27 and 
38 mph for September 28. So, 
did the decision-makers for 

the Alaska Incident Team not consult the weather 
reports? Or did they just not care? They knew a 
major windstorm was coming! These are disturbing 
questions. 

Many more questions arise. Who was responsible 
for the decision to light these fires? If the decision 
was negligent, an individual should be held account-
able. If it was intentional, they should be held legally 
responsible.

Is this a pattern? A fire is stable, somewhat con-
tained, the day before a predicted high fire danger 
day, and the USFS lights a fire that takes off the next 
day. Is a group within the Forest Service working to 
expand the conflagrations? Is this agency policy?

Is there an attitude of “let it burn” in the Forest 
Service? There is. They call it “managed fire.” They 
think they will improve the forest by letting fire clear 
it out. This is almost a religion among many so-called 
“environmentalists.” They think fire is good for the 
land and believe in letting the burned timber stand 
rather than log and replant it. 

The Burning of Ruth
by Roger Jaegle (USFS/Ret.) and James Montgomery

James Montgomery
(courtesy J. Montgomery)
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 Will the South Fork and Ruth Valley burn again 
in another decade or so? Are the dead trees being re-
moved and the area replanted? Or is the dead timber 
simply allowed to stand and decay for the next fire?

Experience has shown that leaving the dead tim-
ber standing leads to further fires after the dead trees 
decay to the point that they drop their branches 
and fall to the ground. Experience has shown that 
these areas will re-burn, usually in 8 to 15 years. The 
second burn is usually hotter than the first and bakes 
the living organisms, sterilizing the soil. It will be 
many generations before these areas come back as 
forests, if ever.

Does the USFS have a fuels management plan? If 
so, has the plan been stymied by the rich and power-
ful environmentalist agencies?

Do these “environmentalists” refuse to face the 
fact that they are destroying the forests because they 
are set in their ways? Or are they ego-bound not to 
be proven wrong? Worse yet, do they have economic 
incentives to hide the truth, big salaries, and lucra-
tive investments? Perhaps all of these factors are in 
play. 
Does anybody in Sacramento or Washington, DC, 
really care about the rural communities of the West? 
Why should they? There are not enough votes to 
carry any election anywhere. Of course they express 
sympathy, but talk is cheap. 

Are people at high levels intentionally working 
toward increasing the amount of fire on the land? By 
now, an awful lot of money has been invested. Some 
people make an awful lot of money off these giant 
fires. How would we know if people in high places 
are making decisions against the public interest?

How much land burned? A million acres. That is 
1% of all the land in California. A million is a very 
big number. If you counted one number a second 
very fast, it would take you 11.5 days to count to a 
million. 
An acre of land is a pretty good-sized parcel, too. In 
the suburbs, you could fit about 16 million houses 
on the footprint of the August Complex. But of 
course, you could never burn that much suburbia. 
The resources to fight it would be found. Suburbia 
has a lot of votes.

A million acres is 1,562 square miles. San Fran-
cisco County is 46 square miles and Sacramento 

County is 994 square miles. What if you burned San 
Francisco County and Sacramento County? Imagine 
the legislation you could get passed then! Rhode Is-
land is 1,214 square miles. Imagine burning a whole 
state! But Rhode Island has two U.S. Senators. The 
people who got burned out in the August Complex 
don’t have any senators. Not really. California sena-
tors come from Los Angeles and the San Francisco 
Bay Area. 

How much timber burned? Conservatively, we 
can figure 10,000 board feet per acre of timber. 
Much of the August Complex was timberland, 
but not all, so let us say 1/2 million acres of tim-
ber burned. That gives us five billion board feet of 
lumber. At 6.3 board feet per square foot of a house, 
a 1,600-square-foot home requires about 10,000 
board feet of lumber. The August Complex burned 
enough timber to build at least 500,000 houses.

In 2020, California had about 160,000 homeless 
people. The August Complex burned enough timber 
to build three houses for each of them, if the timber 
were harvested. Is it being harvested now, or is it 
being left on the ground to fuel future fires? Histori-
cally, less than 10% of the dead timber on public 
land has been salvaged.

How much carbon was released into the atmo-
sphere? In 2020, over four million acres of timber 
burned in California, emitting 60 million tons of 
carbon dioxide. By comparison, all of California’s 
transportation sources—automobiles, trucks, trains, 
and planes—combine to produce about 200 million 
tons of CO2.

Why do environmentalists, who claim to care 
about climate change, not care about this? Why is 
the public not informed of this? Who controls the 
media?

Who gains from these fires? Some people are 
making enormous amounts of money. In 2020 alone, 
the USFS spent $1.6 billion on firefighting. A lot of 
that money goes to contractors and providers, all 
of whom have a vested interest in keeping the fires 
burning.

Fires make great material for the news media. 
When a town burns, even the city people pay atten-
tion to the news. Horrifying tales of people being 
burned alive en masse on asphalt highways keep 
people glued to the TV. 
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A Modest Proposal to Save Our Towns
We know how to protect buildings. Defensible 

space. Rural homeowners are required by law to 
keep 100 feet of area around their homes cleared of 
burnable debris. Why not extend this concept to the 
level of communities?

All areas within a five-mile radius of specified ru-
ral communities should be designated as defensible 
space. Defensible space is an area cleared of readily 
flammable materials, such as dry brush, dead and 
dying trees, too closely spaced trees (thickets), and 
woody debris above the diameter of 3 inches.

The purpose of defensible space is to slow or stop 
the spread of wildfire and create an area that can be 
defended against wildfire. Communities deserve 
this protection. The goal is to create park-like areas 
of open fire-resistant timber, green grass, or other 
fire-resilient vegetation. 

To achieve this, flammable brush must be 
thinned and removed; coarse, woody debris must be 
removed by mechanical means; prescribed fire must 
be used when conditions are entirely safe (winter); 
dead and dying trees, which could be used for lum-
ber, must be removed; and closely spaced trees must 
be thinned.

The biggest obstacle to achieving defensive space 
on a community level is interference by the rich and 
powerful environmental non-profits, whose law-
yers use the Endangered Species Act to stop forest 
management. To protect our towns, we need legisla-
tion to amend the ESA to provide enlightened forest 
management within the designated areas.

If lawsuits are filed, responsible forest manage-
ment must be permitted to proceed pending the 
outcome of the lawsuit. The lawyers’ stranglehold 
must be broken if we intend to save our small towns.

On the other hand, maybe we should just let 
them all burn to feed the dragons. After all, dragons 
are an endangered species, too.

Roger Jaegel worked for the Forest Service from 
1964 to 1994 with a focus on engineering, resource 
management and fire control, with a break from 
1969 to 1971 to serve in the US Air Force. He 
graduated from California State University, Chico, 
in 1967 with a degree in Biology and did post-grad-
uate work in several other universities. He worked 
for the Watershed Research and Training Center 

from 1995 to 2003 as Director of Training and Small 
Diameter Utilization Program Director. He served 
on the Trinity County Board of Supervisors from 
2004 to 2012.

James Montgomery attended the University of 
California at Santa Barbara during the early 1970s 
but did not graduate. He worked as a logger and a 
garbageman for many years before returning to school. 
In 2005, he obtained a law degree from Northwestern 
California University School of Law, completing his 
career as a senior services non-profit administrator.

Smokejumper Breakfast  
Mann Gulch Memorial

August 4, 2024

There will be a breakfast for 
jumpers attending this event in  

Helena, Montana.

Where: 	 Steve’s Café 
		  630 N. Montana Avenue 
		  Helena, MT.  

Time: 	 9:00 a.m.

If you plan to attend, please 
contact Jerry Katt (CJ-67) at

(360) 789-3685 (call/text) or
nwfishbyproducts@msn.com
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began direct handline construction on the west flank 
of the fire to be supported by nine Prineville Hot-
shots, with the remaining firefighters and hotshots 
improving the fireline between helispots H1 and H2.

A Red Flag weather forecast was issued for July 
6 as a passing cold front would bring shifting winds 
and increased wind speeds with gusts to 35 mph. 
The cold front arrived around 1520. Fire activity 
with torching and spot fires began to pick up. Previ-
ously under-burned Gambel Oak, Douglas Fir, and 
mixed pinyon-juniper crowns within the burn area 
reignited. At 1600 the fire blew up. Active fire below 
the handline crossed a drainage and raced through 
under-burned and unburned fuel, threatening the 
firefighters working the west handline and main 
ridge line. 

The IC ordered all personnel off the fireline and 
directed MacKey to bring the handline firefighters 
up from the bottom of the fire. Other firefighters be-
gan moving to the ridge line and towards the safety 
zones of H1 and H2. 

Don MacKey was with a group of smokejumpers 
toward the east end of the handline and told them to 
retreat to a burned area below H1. He then headed 
to the west flank to tie in with the jumpers and hot-
shots building handline there. Smokejumpers Roger 
Roth (MYC-92), James Thrash (MYC-81), and 
Eric Hipke (NCSB-90) were among this group. As 
they all started uphill, Kevin Erickson (WYS-88) ra-
dioed MacKey about a spot fire immediately behind 
them and yelled encouragement to drop their tools 
and equipment and run. Thrash, towards the head of 
the group, stepped aside and gave the word to deploy 
fire shelters. Hipke continued past and ran to the 
ridge line.

Don MacKey, Roger Roth, and James Thrash, 
along with nine Prineville Hotshots—Kathi Beck, 
Tamera Bickett, Scott Blecha, Levi Brinkley, Douglas 
Dunbar, Terri Hagen, Bonnie Holtby, Rob Johnson, 

A lightning storm on July 2,1994 ignited a 
small fire on Storm King Mountain, near the 
town of Glenwood Springs, Colorado. One 

of many fires started that day, it was initially moni-
tored and considered low priority as structures were 
not threatened and fire resources were thin. 

The fire was located in the steep Upper Colorado 
River-Interstate 70 corridor. A seven-person District 
BLM crew hiked into the fire on July 5. The crew 
built a helispot and constructed direct handline 
on the west flank below the helispot. Recognizing 
the difficulty of the terrain and an unfavorable fire 
weather forecast, the BLM Incident Commander 
(IC) requested additional resources including air 
support. 

A load of eight smokejumpers from Grand Junc-
tion arrived on the fire around 1745. Led by Don 
MacKey (MSO-87), the smokejumpers were direct-
ed by the IC to continue direct fireline construction. 
MacKey informed the IC, who had since left the 
fire with his crew, that the fire had crossed the initial 
fireline and was actively burning. The smokejumpers 
reorganized their tactics and began building direct 
fireline on the east flank of the fire, working until the 
early morning of July 6 when rolling debris and dark-
ness halted progress. The fire had almost doubled in 
size that day from approximately 29 acres to over 50, 
and MacKey requested additional resources, includ-
ing two Type-1 Crews.

Resources began arriving the morning of July 6. 
An eleven-person FS/BLM crew hiked in from the 
bottom and a helicopter with two helitack personnel 
flew MacKey and the BLM IC on a reconnaissance 
flight. Eight additional smokejumpers parachuted 
in and the Prineville Hotshot Crew was ferried in 
by helicopter. Based on what was seen during the 
recon flight, a plan was set in motion. The FS/BLM 
firefighters were to construct a second helispot (H2) 
along the main ridge to the west. The smokejumpers 

Gone, But Not Forgotten
South Canyon Fire: Don MacKey,  

Roger Roth, & James Thrash
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Jon Kelso (MSO-91) died just short of the ridge 
line. The group of smokejumpers MacKey directed 
to the burned area survived in fire shelters. The 
smokejumper line scout survived in the burned 
area. Suffering burns Hipke escaped to the safety of 
Interstate 70, as did the firefighters, smokejumpers 
and hotshots who were on the ridge line. Helicopter 
crewmembers Robert Browning Jr. and Richard Ty-
ler chose to run the ridge line to the northwest and 
did not survive.

Donald “Don” MacKey (MSO-87) was a 7th 
season smokejumper who started his fire career on 
the Bitterroot NF in 1984. He was a strong woods-
man, hard worker, excellent with the chainsaw, and 
known for his ability to tell a tale or turn a tough 
assignment in to a good deal. Don fit in seamlessly 
with the smokejumpers. Born in Sacramento CA, 
Don’s family moved to the Missoula area when he 
was 8 years old, and he fully embraced all that out-
door western Montana had to offer. Don, 34 years 
old, was survived by his two children and family.

Roger Roth (MYC-92) was born and raised in 
L’Anse, Michigan. Following a year and half of col-

lege, he started work with the National Park Service 
as a trail crew leader at Isle Royale National Park. 
He later worked winter NPS fire positions at the 
Florida Panther Refuge, Big Cypress in Florida, and 
with the Arrowhead Hotshots in CA. A 3rd season 
smokejumper, skilled mechanic, and private helicop-
ter pilot, he was revered at the McCall base for his 
helpful spirit and never-ending smile. A member of 
the Oneida tribe of the Iroquois Nation, Roger, 31, 
was survived by his parents and family.

James “Jim” Thrash (MYC-81) grew up in 
Southern CA and found his way to Idaho and 
smokejumping through baseball and teaching. He 
started his fire career with the USFS in McCall in 
1979, his wife, Holly, working there as well. A rookie 
in 1981, Jim served 14 seasons as a smokejumper, 
squadleader and spotter. An avid outdoorsman, Jim 
and Holly established the Salmon Meadows Lodge 
and Warren Outfitters hunting guide business in 
New Meadows, ID. Known for his wit, humor, kind-
ness, and earnest sense of justice and fair play, Jim, 
44, was survived by his wife and two children.
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The upper Okanagan 
Valley of North Cen-
tral Washington gets 

more beautiful and dramatic the 
farther north you go. Penticton, 
British Columbia, is set between 
great, rugged mountains next to 
a lake that reminds one of the 
Swiss Alps. Being there all start-
ed with a call from Bill Cramer 
(NIFC-90), Base Mgr., Alaska 
Smokejumpers. Last summer, he 
and a few other Alaska guys were 
boosting Fort St. John, British 
Columbia (BC). A half dozen BC jumpers thanked 
me for writing Jumping Fire, saying it was the book 
that got them into jumping, how much they loved 
the work, the people, and how being a jumper had 
added to their lives. While I was an Alaska jumper, 
our crew had several contacts with the Yukon jump-
ers out of Whitehorse, Yukon Territory.

In 2010, I camped south of Todos Santos, Baja 
Sur, on Pescadero Beach, next to five BC jumpers 
who were surfing there. Pescadero is a favorite surf-
ing spot for a few Alaska jumpers as well. We shared 
two weeks of campfires, beer, and jump stories. After 
the phone call from Fort St. John, I began to think 
how cool it would be to attend the Smokejumpers 
Reunion in Penticton. Bill Cramer had told me that 
he planned to attend. Within a couple of weeks, my 
lady friend, Steffanie, and I decided to make the 
1,000-mile trip north. 

Initially, I wanted to make the effort to be there 
in the company of smokejumpers, celebrating their 
love of smokejumping. But by the time it came to 
leave, I wanted to write their story, first in the Yukon 
Territory and then in British Columbia. Friday after-
noon, at a wine-tasting affair, Steffanie and I shared a 
table with Mark Hill (NPS-05) and his wife, Leslie. 

Mark is now head of wildfire 
in the Yukon. After that, there 
was a major gathering at a large 
outdoor beer pub. There were 20 
times as many at the beer place 
as at the winery. It was celebra-
tion time. Sadly, I had to return 
to the hotel early as I felt I was 
coming down with something. 
Bummer! It was tough to be up 
in our room on the sixth floor, 
listening to the partying on the 
lakeside deck, the yelling and 
laughter in the hallway, and all 

the doors slamming. I couldn’t believe we’d come all 
that way, and now I was stuck in my room, missing 
all the fun. 

The next morning, I took two COVID tests, 
which were negative. Still, I rested so I could make 
a decent appearance at the Saturday night dinner. 
There was magic in the air as the men gathered 
around tables, wearing suits and ties, and the women 
decked out in formal dresses. Mark Hill was the 
event MC. Emily Gallen, one of the current BC 
jumper’s wives, made a quick statement and received 
a standing ovation for her great job organizing the 
celebration of 25 Years of Jumping in BC. 

I was given a quick five minutes to say “Con-
gratulations” from the jumpers of the Lower 48 and 
commend them on their hard work in establishing 
smokejumping in the province. Then Tom Rein-
boldt (YT -89), the man considered by most as the 
father of smokejumping in BC, took the podium and 
gave a speech. And what a speech it was. He thanked 
the wives, the mothers and fathers, and all who had 
supported each individual in their effort to become a 
smokejumper. He especially credited his wife for her 
early and consistent support while he worked tire-
lessly to convince government officials to establish a 

Just Keep Them from Burning 
the Place Down

by Murry Taylor (Redding ’65)
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program in BC. Later, he assured me he had enough 
stories to fill a book about smokejumping in western 
Canada. 

Here’s a brief history of a great story. Tom 
rookied with Al “Gator” Silver (YT-89) when 
the base was up in Whitehorse, Yukon Territory. 
They jumped together until ’95 when the program, 
pioneered by the private company Kusawa, was 
dropped from the Yukon fire program. But even be-
fore that, there were the earlier years starting in ’76. 

John Horning (YT-76) wrote, “We had a great 
time smokejumping from 1976-1995. I actually 
trained at NCSB, Winthrop, Washington. My first 
year jumping fires was in the Yukon Territory, where 
Dave Thompson (YT-75) was the base manager, 
and I was the assistant manager. We were working 
for International Forest Fire Systems (IFFS). IFFS 
was not a well-run company (shorting wages, cash 
flow issues, etc.). The next year, the Yukon opted out 
of jumping, so Dave and his brother, Paul, started 
a rappelling company to fight fire in the Yukon. In 
1988, while on a recruiting trip to Smithers, I met 
Tom Reinbolt and was immediately impressed. Tom 
was hired for Smithers, but the next year, he was in-
vited to train as a smokejumper in the Yukon. From 
there, Tom’s career took off. Kusawa continued 
smokejumping in the Yukon until 1995. In 1996, the 
Yukon government decided not to continue with 
jumping.”

Al Silver emailed me this: “I flunked out of the 
University of British Columbia in the fall of ’87 
and by the spring of ’88 was tired of being paid low 
wages in a machine shop. I grew up reading Rob-
ert Service as a kid and always wanted to go to the 
Yukon. Parachuting always struck me as something 
worth trying, and I found myself employed by an 
outfit with which I could maybe do both and get 
paid. In the spring of ’89, I was accepted into rookie 
training. Considering the challenges we faced, it 
was the strong leadership that got the job done. We 
depended a lot on the Alaska contingent for sup-
port. There were many folks there who helped us, 
and many of whom, I believe, envied the simplicity 
of our operation. 

“The Yukon Forest Service placed their faith in 
the BLM jumpers to come and inspect our pro-
gram twice while I was there. Those individuals, all 

experienced professionals in their areas of expertise, 
could have taken an easy route after looking at our 
small-scale operation and become critical. Instead, 
they chose to be readily supportive of our operation, 
offering supplies, expertise, training, and some T-10 
canopies and other hardware that was our lifeblood. 
We received very similar support from Lower 48 
bases, particularly NCSB. Looking back, it strikes 
me that smokejumping in the Yukon and probably 
the Northwest Territories, prior to and during my 
tenure, depended a lot on leadership and appropri-
ate government support. While we were a youthful, 
highly operational, and dedicated crew, the lead of 
Yukon Fire Manager was a staunch supporter, right 
up until his voice could no longer hold back deci-
sions of larger federal brass in distant places.” Al 
Silver left jumping but stayed in fire for BC at Fort 
Nelson until 2022. 

Tom Reinboldt added: “I started in wildfire in 
1988 working on an initial attack crew company 
called Kusawa Contracting. Kusawa employed over 
100 initial attack firefighters throughout BC and the 
18 jumpers in the Yukon program. Three important 
things came out of that first season. One, I met John 
Horning, one of the owners of Kusawa and a person 
who has become a lifelong mentor; two, I found a 
job that fit my personality; and three, I heard about 
the Yukon jumpers, which I was immediately drawn 
to as my mom had made her first static line jump two 
years previous at age 49. I made my intentions clear 
to John, and in the spring of ’89, I was selected to 
attend rookie training in Whitehorse. I will mention 
a couple of key things that happened during my time 
in the Yukon that made starting the BC program pos-
sible. I went to NCSB in ’92 to work with Dale Lon-
ganecker (RAC-74) on my Senior Rigger’s certifica-
tion. No one in the Yukon program had ever had that 
training, and once parachutes had any significant 
damage, they had to be stored away, and a “new” one 
pulled out. I say new, but we jumped T-10s, mostly 
from Alaska, during my entire seven years of jump-
ing. I worked with Dale every spring for three or four 
straight years, and it was an amazing experience for 
a young jumper. He basically said, ‘We don’t have 
much time together, so I’m going to train you as a 
Master Rigger right from the start.’ I returned to 
Whitehorse and worked on hundreds of parachute 
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repairs each season before returning to work with 
Dale each spring. I converted the old T-10R side pull 
reserves to center pulls and basically cut my teeth on 
keeping a loft running. Next was a trip to Fairbanks 
in the early 90s to get some ‘new’ T-10s from the 
AK jumper cargo bins. We rummaged around like 
dumpster divers and went home with a replenished 
stock. While there, I met some great guys like Ken 
Coe (FBX-80), Chip Houde (FBX-88), and others 
who showed me what it meant to be in the Broth-
erhood of Smokejumping. The AK jumpers, Dale, 
and the NCSB base were all extremely gracious and 
helpful towards our ‘Gorilla Operation.’ It was those 
connections that made the next phase a possibility. 

“In the Spring of 1996, the Yukon government 
decided not to renew the contract for the smoke-
jumping program. This left us as jumpers without a 
platform. With the support of John Horning, a few 
of us tried to pitch the idea of moving to the British 
Columbia Forest Service Protection Program. I was 
there for the first meeting with the Director of the 
Protection Program, but I had finals in college for 
the second final meeting and couldn’t attend. Things 
didn’t go well. The project was denied, but my not 
being there turned out to be an unforeseen stroke of 
luck. I moved back to BC that summer and spent the 
next two years writing proposals to the Director of 
the BC Protection Program. I dropped out of college 
to do so. I figured I wanted to ‘burn my boat’ be-
cause I wasn’t interested in forestry. I was interested 
in smokejumping. After two years of constant pes-
tering, getting feedback, and altering my approach, 
in February of ’98, I received approval to proceed 
with a $70,000 budget to create a base in Smith-
ers, BC, consisting of 18 jumpers and four seasonal 
overhead. This money was just for items specific 
to smokejumping, over and above wages, vehicles, 
etc., but still a shoestring to start a program. From 
that point, I leaned heavily on the support of the US 
jumpers to get the project going. Dale from NCSB 
got me in contact with Jeff Kinderman (MSO-
75) from the Missoula base, and they helped us get 
our hands on most of the parachutes we needed. I 
bought the old Yukon equipment from Kusawa at 
10 cents on the dollar. At this point, three ex-Yukon 
jumpers, Dan McBee (YT-90), Pete Laing (YT-
92), and Jeff Strang (YT-91), all joined in to get the 

program off the ground. We did our recerts in Mis-
soula in the spring of ’98. I began my Master Rigger 
Certification with Kinderman while Dan and Pete 
worked with the training staff to train the 16 rookies. 
I was the Base Manager. Jeff Strang ran the loft (with 
me doing all the repairs and reserves as the FAA 
senior rigger). The four of us put in countless unpaid 
hours, but the project would never have been pos-
sible without the support of several US jump bases, 
MTDC, and all who worked to provide us with the 
gear, training, and training materials to start building 
the framework for the BC program. We jumped out 
of a Cessna Grand Caravan the first season but tran-
sitioned to the more suitable Twin Otter in ’99. In 
2000, the program relocated from Smithers to Fort 
St. John, BC, as that area had a greater fire load. Jeff, 
Dan, Pete, and I all moved with the program, but 
they decided to leave smokejumping in the spring of 
2003. 

“In 2010, we started a second base in Mackenzie, 
BC, with the help of Wayne Desmond, the local 
Wildfire Officer running the Zone. We only had one 
aircraft to service the two bases, but in 2013, we got 
a second aircraft with a turbine DC-3 positioned in 
Fort St. John and the Twin Otter servicing the Mack-
enzie base. I ran the base from 1998 through the end 
of the 2017 fire season. By that time, the program 
had two operational bases and around 50 jumpers. 

 “Suffice to say, this was a shitload of work for a 
number of years. But here are a few of the interest-
ing/funny bits from that time. While Longanecker 
was teaching my Senior Riggers, we talked about 
the TSO requirement in the US but decided that in 
Canada, TSO stood for ‘Tom Says OK.’ Kinderman 
got a kick out of that while teaching me my Master 
Riggers. In the spring of ’98, I was contacted by 
someone from the US,\ asking me if I would consid-
er packing and providing some FS-12s and FS-12Rs 
to a group filming a jump from a Ford Trimotor for a 
History of Smokejumping documentary. They didn’t 
want us to get in trouble with our government for 
doing that. Coming from the contract world where 
rules were only followed if they made sense, I agreed 
immediately. The jump caused a shitstorm down 
there, and it was a bit of a mystery as to which US 
base packed the rounds. Mystery solved. No brag, 
but I never changed that attitude of doing what made 
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sense throughout my career. Talking with a jumper 
who used to work for me, he said, ‘You’re retiring? 
I always thought you’d get fired.’ We laughed, and I 
said, ‘So did I.’

“I used to jump a lot of fires for free. Whenever 
we would boost the lower 48 or Alaska, I would 
always go as an Agency Rep. This position is an add-
on resource request and wouldn’t take away a spot 
from another jumper who wanted to go. Plus, I’d be 
around to keep the BS straight since ‘normal’ provin-
cial A-Reps had a list of rules that didn’t always work 
with smokejumping. But by BC rules, an A-Rep isn’t 
supposed to be operational. Still, I couldn’t go all 
that way and not get on the list. So, I jumped fires 
and just didn’t log the hours. I did the same thing 
after I left the program to be the Fire Centre Man-
ager. Managers aren’t supposed to be operational, 
but I never agreed with that. I’d take annual leave 
each year to get on the jump list and/or spot fires. 
I figured they couldn’t tell me what I could do on 
my own time, thus I never got paid for it. It never 
bothered me, though. After the Yukon program was 
taken away from us, I always considered jumping to 
be a privilege and the pay part just a bonus.

“When we started this program, my friend and 
mentor gave me two sound pieces of advice: ‘Never 
Nine to Five it’ and ‘Win people over one fire at a 
time.’ The key point is one fire at a time, not one 
jump at a time. I always considered jumping to be 
your bonus for doing a good job on fires. These two 

pieces of advice served me well over the years, and 
when talking with Bill Cramer at the 25th-Year Gala 
recently, he said, ‘We’re in the business of staffing 
fires, not airplanes.’ Bill is an amazing guy, and it was 
great to hear the same philosophy, voiced differently, 
from a person you respect with a parallel career and a 
ton of street credibility.”

Bill Cramer emailed me about his time boosting 
Fort St. John last summer: “Considering the size of 
the BC province and only a few weeks boosting, it’s 
hard to generalize their jump country accurately. All 
in all, I found it to be an interesting blend of Mon-
tana and Alaska in fuel types and terrain. Most of 
the US jumpers got three fire jumps during their 
two-week assignments. A few got as many as five. All 
in all, the Canadians have developed a solid jump 
organization that seems well-positioned for future 
challenges. They believe in their mission and are do-
ing a good job accomplishing it.”

For the record, the complete jumper story is Sas-
katchewan 1947-66, Yukon 1974-76, Northwest Ter-
ritories 1976-81, Yukon 1983-95, BC 1998-Present.

Tom Reinboldt concluded his remarks with: 
“Anyways, Murry, I could go on for days, but I’ll 
stop here. I retired from the BC Wildfire Service 
on December 1, 2023. After six years gone from 
jumping, I will return to the jump list for the 2024 
season. Why? Because I can, and it’s a great way to 
bookend a career in fire by doing the thing you love 
the most.”
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Looking Back
This bronze memorial was paid for, in part, by a $1,000 
donation by the National Smokejumper Association. Ray 
Beasley (McCall ’52) donated the 1949-era jump jacket. The 
monument is at a public dock on the Missouri River near 
Mann Gulch. (July 2000 issue Smokejumper)

Dedicated to the memory of the 13 firefighters  
who perished in the Mann Gulch Fire.

U.S. Forest Service
Helena National Forest

August 5, 1999
Smokejumper coat and helmet circa 1949 



Rick Russell (FBX ’77)

Ralph Ryan (RDD-77): Rick “Cadet” Russell was 
one of the most intelligent persons I’ve ever known. 
When a subject intrigued him, he would research 
it to the point where he could have a spontaneous, 
intelligent, and factual conversation even with the 
experts. Volcanism, earthquakes, horticulture, silvi-
culture, arborists, and tree felling to name a few.

Rick was the kind of jumper that anyone would 
want to have as their jump partner, knowing that 
being in his presence would be an adventure within 
itself.

A Redding native, he ventured north to Alaska 
for decades to fight wildfires. He didn’t have family 
in Redding and was a private person. What he did 
have was a lifelong friend and jumper bro in Rich-
ard Linebarger (RDD-74). When Rick’s illness 
progressed, Richard was there for him, visiting him, 
consoling him, and reminiscing with him. I’m sure 
the love Richard gave him made him know he was 
not alone, and I’m sure he crossed over with love in 
his heart. There’ll never be another soul like yours 
“Cadet.” RIP bro, and thank you, Richard Linebarg-
er, for being the best friend a person could ever have.

Doug Swantner (RDD-82): Always a 10 on the 
Richter scale, fueled up on freshly-brewed Peet’s 
coffee on the fireline, Rick could work and talk with 
the best of them. He was always up for a challenge 
and could weave a story that would spin your mind. 
Working with him, Sulinski, Troop, and Dube on a 
long-haul beater on the Tundra could alter your life.

Lance Clouser (FBX-85): There I was on a fire 
on the Karluk River on Kodiak with Rick, one of 
the Nactsheims (they all look alike) and some other 
jumpers. The fire was 2-3 acres, and we put it out 
rather quickly. The fishermen were quite courteous 
and offered us their fishing gear. Rick was more than 
willing to partake in the offer. He was like a kid in a 
candy factory with the salmon fishing. I think we de-
mobed the next day, and I was there alone with Rick. 
It got quiet, and Rick then said, “Do you hear that?” 
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Remembrances
“No,” I responded. “Listen, it’s a low hum-like noise,” 
he said. I listened for 10-15 seconds and responded, 
“I think I hear it. Sounds like the generators from 
Larson Bay.” He instantly screamed, “No, not that 
noise. It’s the noise of Mother Earth crying out!” 

Tom Romanello (FBX-88): I was ops chief on a 
large fire in Central Idaho about 15 years ago. While 
briefing some shot crews out in a meadow, I noticed 
a pickup truck come to a stop. After about 30 sec-
onds, someone exited and began running across the 
field toward us. I thought, “what the hell is this?” As 
the lumbering bear-like figure drew closer, I realized 
it was the great Silverback in full stride. I hadn’t seen 
him in about 10 years. As he approached, he yelled, 
“Romy” (his version of Romo) in his booming voice. 
He then proceeded to give me a bear hug that nearly 
crushed my rib cage and then abruptly sprinted off 
without another word. The bewildered hotshots 
asked, “What was that?” “An old bro that I haven’t 
seen in a long time,” I answered. That was the last 
time I saw Rick. He spoke only one word yet man-
aged to leave another indelible Rick Russell memory 
that will always be there. He was a colorful character 
and will be greatly missed. 

John Lyons (FBX-90): I had many great conversa-
tions with Rick over the years. His memory and IQ 
would blow my mind. I recall a conversation we had 
one fall about rhizomes in tree roots. Six months 
later when I showed up in the spring and said hi to 
him, he picked up mid-sentence where we left off, 
as if we had only taken a moment off to take a swig 
from our whiskey/Peets coffee mixer.

I spoke to him three years ago as I was trying to 
figure out how to borrow that Vermeer tree trans-
planting machine he was always dragging around. He 
was upbeat and full of stories, and we talked for at 
least an hour about a variety of things that it would 
normally take 3-4 people to know. One thing he said 
stuck with me. I asked him if he was still doing tree 
work, and his rapid response was, “No, I quit that 
a couple of years ago as I no longer had the cat-like 
reflexes to jump from limb to limb.”  
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Rick was a badass human being, probably more 
suited to being a crosscut faller in the 19th century. 
Thankfully, he found smokejumping in Alaska. It was 
inspiring to know such a rogue character in these 
modern times.

Jon Larson (FBX-89): Lots of Richter Rick stories. 
He was one strong dude. I remember getting him 
riled one day while loading a flatbed truck with fire 
packs. His reaction was to launch the 85-lb boxes 
from over 10ft away with me dodging to keep from 
being crushed. 

We jumped a fire one evening that was already 
over the hill. Rick was the IC. We worked into the 
night, then bedded down. The next morning a 
helicopter landed with supplies. After unloading the 
ship, Rick called Johnny Mac (who was second in 
command) saying, “Johnny, this baby is yours, I’m 
out of here,” then jumped on the helicopter and left. 
Rick had a premonition that his mother (who was 
ill) needed him, so off he went to California. 

Matt Allen (FBX-95): A couple memories. One 
was how he always said he was gonna “shoot on 
over” to whatever he was heading to. Another thing 
was hearing some guy off a village crew speak highly 
of Ricter Rick, something along the lines of “that 
Rick Russell—he knows how to have a good time.” I 
remember Rick saying, “Many a lady has been woo’d 
with a Copper River red and a nice bottle of red.” 
There was a Pulaski throw at a pig party late 90s that 
he won with a single one-handed toss. Superhuman 
feats were normal for the “Back.”

Brent Woffinden (FBX-89): He scared me at first, 
but that lessened when I got to know him better. I 
bought an old rotary engine Mazda from Rick. The 
starter did not work, so it needed to be parked on an 
incline or push started. 

After the ’93 season, there was a good deal of 
rehab work needed on the Wenatchee NF. So Rick, 
Larson, Gould, Clouser, Lyons, and I all went down 
as contract fallers to work until the snow prevented 
any more work. We needed to be teamed up, so Lar-
son and Gould were a team, Clouser and Lyons were 
a team, and Rick looked over at me and said, “Woff-
man, looks like me, you and Big Red (his old red 
arborist truck) are going to be a team.” I had no idea 
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the month-long education I was about to embark on 
as Rick, Big Red and I drove from camp to the work 
site and back every day. I got in-depth lectures on 
the hum but heard stories of forest fairies and other 
musings that only Rick could provide.

Bruce Ford (MSO-75): He was my suitemate in 
the barracks one summer. By the end of the season, 
it seemed perfectly natural when Rick would waltz 
in from our shared bathroom, stark naked in his sil-
ver-backed glory, beer in hand. He was avidly follow-
ing a magma movement that was apparently getting 
set to blow up all of Mammoth and probably Tahoe 
as well. Then there was the “hum.” They broke and 
pulverized the mold after he was produced!  As a 
bard said, “We shall not look upon his like again.”

Steve Baker (NCSB-88): I’d just transferred to 
Alaska in ’92 and had not officially met Rick yet, but 
I did when I awoke from a deep sleep to the sight of 
a large, naked, extremely hairy man standing next to 
me. “This your whiskey?” he asked as the bottle was 
on the way to his mouth. “Yes, it was,” I replied. “I’ll 
get ya back,” he said as he drained it. 

Ken Perry (FBX-93): 1993 somewhere out by 
Eagle. We all woke up as the fire approached Romo 
trapped in his tent. Could have been last night’s cook 
fire. Anyway, being a rookie, I decided to gear up and 
drag the line. As I rose over a knoll, there he was, 
Rick, completely naked, sitting cross- legged looking 
down over the interior. Without changing his gaze, 
“You hear that?” I could hear the dredges down on 
the river. I thought, “Yeah dude, everyone can hear 
that.” 

Scotty Lusk (FBX-81): I remember being on a 
four manner with Rick out on the flats He got to 
telling about the Little People who live inside Mt. 
Shasta. That same year Cynthia and I stopped by 
Redding, and we played our first round of golf ever 
with Rick. He was wearing white golfing shoes. A 
couple years later, I was leading a tour on the Plumas 
to a group of Maidu Elders. They got really quiet and 
looked at me with awe when I mentioned the Little 
People.

Gary Baumgartner (FBX-88): Rick was my jump 
partner on my first fire jump at the McNeil River 
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grizzly bear viewing cabin. As Rick and I were mop-
ping up some peat moss together, he asked if I could 
hear the earth talking. Curious, I inquired about 
what he meant. With a stern and intense look, Rick 
explained that if I listened hard enough and paid 
attention, I would hear the earth humming. Being 
a good but extremely intimidated rookie, I quickly 
replied, “Oh yeah, I hear it.” Looking back, I must 
admit that I did start hearing a hum or a ringing 
sound that summer. Strangely, it intensified during 
my career as a jumper.

Mel Tenneson (FBX-86): Rick was one of a kind. 
The “Silverback” was extremely strong, as I observed 
him loading paracargo numerous times over the 
years.  He could really throw those 90-pound double 
waters when he wanted to. One memory I have is 
from a fire north of Eagle. Rick was kicking cargo to 
us out of the Casa. While watching the cargo come 
out of the aircraft, we had to quickly dodge a Mark 
III pump that augured in next to us. Rick immedi-
ately called down and informed me that the weak 
link had broken. I retrieved the chute and noticed 
the static line clip was still closed with nothing inside 
of it. On the next resupply a few days later, Rick had 
a special box for us, Copper River red salmon and 
wine, a nice surprise for some tired smokejumpers. 

Jim Raudenbush (FBX-82): I was on Quillin’s 
hotshot crew, and we were on a fire with a bunch of 
jumpers. This was the first time I had worked around 
jumpers on a fire. The fire had been resupplied with 
pallets of C-rations. When it was time for the crew 
to eat, someone would grab a case of C-rats, turn 
it upside down, open the case and everyone would 
blindly grab a rat. The crew was standing by when 
Rick walked up, ball cap on, fire shirt unbuttoned, his 
big hairy chest sticking out, unsheathed Pulaski over 
his shoulder. He says, “Good morning,” pulls out 
his knife, grabs a case of rats, tears it open and starts 
rifling thru all the boxes until he finds a cinnamon 
nut roll. He sits down, eats the roll, then gets up and 
walks away. The crew just stood there in disbelief. 
That’s when I decided I wanted to be a jumper.

Murray Taylor (RDD-65): I was Russell’s best man 
when he married Susie Stingley, a lovely wedding to 
a lovely woman in Dunsmuir. I also worked many 

times for him as his ground man doing tree take-
downs. At one job, a man from the County Ag. Dept 
came and, while Rick was talking to the homeowner, 
told me, “Rick Russell is the best tree man in Shasta 
County.” I had no trouble believing that. I can also 
tell you that his climbing skills in a high tree, swing-
ing from limb to limb, small chainsaw dangling on 
a line below, lowering cut limbs, was amazing and 
only possible because of his great confidence and 
strength. 

When I think of him now, I see two images. The 
first is of a guy, silhouetted in blue-gray smoke on a 
lone portion of tundra fireline, a bundle of burlap 
bags tied on his PG bag. He has a moss-filled bag in 
each hand and slamming the line alternately with 
each, on and on and on without breaks. The other, 
and my favorite, is of a photo of Rick on the very top 
of Mount Shasta, his spiritual home. There he was, 
buck naked, facing away from the camera, wearing 
only his White boots, the sun over his left shoulder, 
head tilted back, and his arms thrust upward into the 
sky. That’s the way I want to remember him, in his 
element, on top of his world. 

Troop Emonds (CJ-66): I had just returned from 
one of those classic, good deal fires up on the Coleen 
River. It was one of those deals where we caught fat, 
world record size, Graylings a couple feet long. We 
get back to the jump shack and Rick hands me this 
bottle of Scotch and congratulates me for reaching a 
number of jumps. The Blak is there and says, “Troop, 
do you know what that is?” “Yeah, it’s Whiskey.” “No, 
it is the best Scotch that money can buy.” I kept the 
unopened bottle for many years. When the jumpers 
were out in Galena, my neighbor, Erik “the Blak” 
Schoenfeld (CJ-64) came over for a visit. I pulled 
out that bottle, and the Blak killed the entire bottle 
and walked back to the Volpar to be ready to spot the 
load.

Rod Dow (MYC-68): Some of you might not be 
aware that Airhead was right about The Hum. After 
decades of all of us saying, “Um, yeah right, Rick,” 
scientists announced about 15 years ago that The 
Hum is real.

Scientists have discovered that Earth’s hum is a 
constant, pulsing note that’s not heard as clearly in 
human ears (well, except for Rick). People are at-



tracted to genuineness, the property of being real. 
Rick wasn’t trying to be anybody but who he was, 
that’s for sure. Each of us contributes to the group 
in an individual and unique way. Rick Russell was 
the only being in the universe who was capable of 
producing Richter Rick, the guy who was attached 
from his brain stem to the center of the Earth, to 
Mount Shasta, to the magma that magically surfaces 
in Iceland. Rick Russell made the best version of The 
Siverback that the universe could ever, in a million 
eons, produce for the benefit of the rest of us. And, if 
there was an Alaska Smokejumper who was physi-
cally stronger than Rick, I’m not sure who it would 
have been.  

See you on the other side, Buddy. You were 
absolutely one of a kind. Grab the saw, rip that white 
spruce over there down the middle, and set up some 
benches around the campfire. We’ll all be along 
soon. 

Mike Bordelon (FBX-76)
Rod Dow (MYC-68): Mike was one of those 
easygoing, steady, solid guys who make up the core 
of smokejumping and then move on to other ca-
reers, taking that same demeanor with them. He was 
a generous person and a terrific storyteller, a hard 
worker, and his playful spirit made him a wonderful 
guy to hang around with. He absolutely loved being 
outdoors.  In retirement, he got a commercial fishing 
license and spent much of his time out on the waves 
off the coast of Oregon. 

Tony Pastro (FBX-77): In addition to being part 
of the record One Hand Slap Mosquito Kill record 
up on the North Slope in 1978, he had a couple 
other jumping adventures. Mike was the PC kicker 
on a Skyvan that got lost trying to find the Salmon 
Trout airstrip and the fuel cache there. Seeing some-
thing through a hole in the clouds, the pilots dove 
down and landed without a low pass to check it out. 
Turned out it was a winter mining exploration strip 
in Canada, and they sunk up to their hubs in mud. 
Pallets of 3/4 inch plywood were dropped from 
the C-123 to make a hard, but short surface. Things 
didn’t work exactly as planned, but they did get the 
plane out.  

Another time, he was spotted (misspotted) over 
the Chandler River. The spotter was trying to get 

two guys onto an island with a pattern across the 
braided river. He was counting channels and islands 
coming under the Volpar wing for the exit point. 
Brought his head back in after checking the exit, hit 
his forehead like Homer Simpson, and cried “Oh 
no—Wrong island!”

We saw Mike hold over a channel for a long time 
before turning downwind to pile in the driftwood on 
the shore of another island. Spotter decided that two 
jumpers on the wrong island were enough and gave 
up. Fine by me since I was next in the door, a rook 
with a propensity to twist up. 

Still Looking for Your 
Biography

The response has been good for the 
bio request. I’ve got close to 1,500 
done. If you have not taken the time to 
send me one, please sit down and do 
so. Information in this order:

Born: Month, day, year, city, state. 

Grew Up: City, state, graduated from 
H.S. including location. 

Further Education: Location, 
degree(s).

Career: Chronological order 

Military service/Honors/Awards?

Your Life: Have been getting good 
extra information—go for it!

You can email a PDF or Word 
document (preferred), or you can mail 
a copy to me. (Ed.)
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The Failure of Fire, Law 
Enforcement, and Other Agencies 

at the Lahaina, Maui, Fire
by Chuck Sheley (Cave Junction ’59)

As part of our family drove along the Lahaina 
Bypass Road on July 5, 2023, I mentioned 
to my son that I had never seen things so 

dry in the 20+ years that we have been going to 
Maui. The bypass road ran by Lahaina a quarter mile 
or so up the hill from that historic town. The area 
between the town and the bypass was solid grass 
a couple of feet tall. With the continual downhill 
winds, I mentioned that this was a disaster waiting 
to happen. On August 8, it happened.

Lahaina was a historic town and a major tourist 
attraction. Years of history there. I’ve always won-
dered about the Hawaiian “Hang Loose” attitude, 
but their house, their attitude. You can substitute 
incompetence for Hang Loose in this fire. Let’s look 
at what happened at Lahaina, where over 100 people 
died. Could it have been prevented? Was fire and law 
enforcement caught off guard? Definitely not! They 
just ignored the inevitable. 

The Warning: In 2021, a Maui County com-
missioned report, County of Maui Report on Wildfire 
Prevention, was released. A summary: Wild/brush/
forest fires appear to be increasing; wild/brush/
forest fires present a growing threat to Maui County 
citizens; there are ongoing fire threats to Maui Island 
grasses and combustible materials along road rights-
of-way; low-hanging, failure, or shorting of above-
ground power lines.

The report included comments on Maui County’s 
Fire and Safety Response: “Prevention is given short 
shrift. There is no stated goal of fire prevention 
or any metric to assess success or improvement in 
prevention. There is much space devoted to prevent-
ing injuries and illness in employees and to prevent-
ing equipment failure, but nothing about what 
can and should be done to prevent fires.” You are 
told wildfire is coming. However, they respond with 

employee concerns. How about the citizens? Sounds 
like an employee union response. 

2014: Michael Walker, Hawaii’s Fire Protection 
Forester, urged state lawmakers to make a relatively 
meager financial commitment to boost wildfire pre-
paredness: about $1.5 million. That money would 
have funded new firebreaks, livestock grazing, and 
water infrastructure for firefighting. The bill died in 
committee. National Weather Service data shows 
that in the last 17 years, the agency issued 65 red flag 
warnings or fire weather watches for the area, includ-
ing Lahaina (NBC News).

When the predicted happened: The New York 
Times did an excellent report, with video, on this 
disaster from start to finish. “A cascade of failures by 
officials left thousands trapped and largely fending 
for themselves.” 

Conditions: The National Weather Service fore-
cast hurricane-force gusts up to 76 mph, with winds 
accelerating down the slopes leading into Lahaina. 

Using the NY Times as a source, we have the fol-
lowing timeline: Shortly after sunrise on Aug. 8, a 
power line snapped and started a fire. Firefighters re-
sponded and contained the fire. Crew left site at 2:18 
p.m. and returned to station. 911 call at 2:52 p.m. as 
fire started again. (Fire Dept. did not leave anyone on 
the fire and did not make sure it was out. Ed.)

3:22 p.m., fire jumped Lahaina Bypass—3:51 
p.m., Lahaina resident texted, “We are trapped.” 4:13 
p.m., fire spread across total area. Emergency manag-
ers chose not to activate the siren system, fearing 
people would evacuate TOWARDS the fire. (Evacu-
ate uphill towards a fire pushed by 70 mph winds? Ed.)

4:16 p.m., officials issued an evacuation alert via 
cell phones. But by then, the fire had already burned 
through the evacuation zone 20 minutes earlier. 
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4:19 p.m., fire had crossed Front Street. Roads were 
blocked.

4:35 p.m., caller to 911 said, “The roads are 
closed, I can’t turn out.” Roads blocked by downed 
power lines, but Hawaii Electric said that the power 
lines had been de-energized for hours. No one told 
the police who were blocking the escape routes. (No 
coordination between agencies. Ed.)

4:45 p.m., gridlock. Front Street blocked. Fire-
fighters said they were losing water pressure. (Water 
and hoses against a wildfire pushed by 70mph winds? 
Ed.)

6:00 p.m., Maui County mayor said he was 
“happy to report” the opening of the roads that had 
been blocked.

Honolulu Civil Beat: Maui County has known 
the town of Lahaina and its neighboring communi-
ties were the island’s most at risk for wildfires for 
years, with alarms being raised at least as far back 
as 2018. According to the county’s hazard mitiga-
tion plan developed in 2020, West Maui had a 90% 
chance of annual wildfires. Lahaina and the area 
around Maalaea were identified as being of high-
est concern. 

Hawaii News Now: HNN obtained the report 
as part of an ongoing investigation of the county’s 
actions before, during, and after the wildfire that 
leveled Lahaina. Two months after the disaster, 
which claimed at least 99 lives with six others still 
unaccounted for, it’s clear that the wildfire threat was 
well-documented—the result of poor land manage-
ment, inadequate planning, and drought.

Escape routes blocked: As a reader, you can go 
to YouTube and see videos taken by residents try-
ing to escape Lahaina. Cars are backed up on Front 
Street, side by side, and not moving. If the north end 
of Front St. had not been blocked by law enforce-
ment, cars could have easily moved to safety in the 
large parking lots at Safeway or driven further north 
to safety. Some people drove around the blockage, 
but that didn’t help those trapped in line a mile back.

Associated Press (8/23/23): As flames tore 
through a West Maui neighborhood, car after car of 
fleeing residents headed for the only paved road out 
of town in a desperate race for safety. And car after 
car was turned back toward the rapidly spreading 

wildfire by a barricade blocking access to Highway 
30. 

During a news conference on Tuesday, Maui 
Police Chief John Pelletier said, “So the police were 
blocking roads, the exit, some of the exit roads out. 
And I’m assuming it’s because there’s been some 
downed power lines or some downed trees.” In 
another news report: This week, Maui’s police chief 
explained why barricades were set up. “Downed 
power lines, which would kill you if you drove over 
them,” said MPD Chief John Pelletier.

Danger from downed powerlines: We know 
or should know that downed powerlines present 
a danger. The rule—Do not exit the vehicle, stay 
inside. Other references: A power line is the source 
(electricity), so the only place it will want to flow 
is to ground. A vehicle sits atop rubber tires which 
provides an insulator, so the occupant would be in-
sulated. Since the vehicle does not provide a path to 
ground, driving over a power line would not pose 
a risk for the insulated occupant. (Trained officers 
and the Chief should know this. Ed.)

Common sense is uncommon: We have a 
situation where a town is engulfed by a 70 mph 
wind-driven fire. Exit roads are blocked, and cars are 
jammed and not moving. Even as a law enforcement 
official, if you did not know that a vehicle could drive 
safely over downed power lines, could you see the 
alternative—being burned to death by a wildfire? 
People with off-road vehicles ignored the barriers 
and drove around them to safety. Was there any 
power in those lines? “By 6:40 a.m., there was no 
power to Lahaina or West Maui, according to Darren 
Pai, a spokesman for Hawaiian Electric.” (Honolulu 
Civil Beat) 

Bottom line: There was plenty of advance warn-
ing, some back as far as 2014, that this wildfire would 
happen. Whoever was at the top of the food chain 
should have put fire, law enforcement, medical, and 
Hawaiian Electric into a room and devised a plan to 
coordinate all of these agencies. After the Camp Fire 
(Paradise, CA), which destroyed a town of 26,000 
people in a matter of hours, all of Maui should have 
been aware of the need to shut down power lines 
during high-wind events.

Coordination between fire and law enforcement is 
also at the top of the list. Each seemed to be operat-
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ing independently of the other in Lahaina. I still can-
not understand how law enforcement officers could 
block escape routes. That is like locking people 
inside a burning building. 

Maui should have had trained wildland firefight-
ers. Anyone thinking that the loss of water pressure 
was a factor here does not have much knowledge of 
wildfire. You don’t face down an advancing wildfire 
pushed by 70 mph winds with a hose. Time spent 
spraying water on a burning house, surrounded by 
30 other burning houses, is a waste of time. Forget 
the houses and concentrate on evacuating people. 
How many victims could have been saved if those 
roadblocks were removed? 

After the Camp Fire in Paradise, I’ve championed 
the establishment of “safe zones” rather than road 
evacuation. It didn’t work in Paradise, and it didn’t 
work in Maui. There is a concrete parking garage at 
the north end of Lahaina. I would bet that 500-600 
people could have sheltered in place there. Athletic 
and play fields at the schools were other safe zones. 

There are many experts in planning and coordi-
nating wildfire efforts. Since the local officials on 
Maui, with years of advance warning, can’t properly 
prepare for a disaster, bring in some experts from the 
mainland.

Best description of the Maui wildfire—fiasco!

The National Smokejumper Association annually awards up to $2,500 in educational training grants to current or 
former Smokejumpers for reimbursement of tuition, fees, room, board, books, and other educational training expenses. 
Audrey Banfill (RAC-06) is one of our recipients. Audrey, shown with her Flight Instructor Harold Dramstad 
(MYC-87), passed her multi-engine commercial checkride at Helena, MT, on April 13, 2024.
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In the January issue of 
Smokejumper, Russ West (GAC-
78) wrote an excellent article about 
climbing in Alaska, Argentina, and 
Africa. Th e climb in Argentina was 
on the 22,838’ mountain named 
Aconcagua, the highest peak in 
the Western Hemisphere. Russ, 
his son Nick, and Louis Fleming 
(MSO-06) successfully climbed 
that mountain in December 2017. 

I got an email from Richard 
Hildner (MSO-67) calling my 
att ention to an article in the New 
York Times titled “Ghosts On Th e 
Glacier,” concerning a climbing 
accident on Aconcagua 52 years 
ago. I subscribe to the NY Times 
and have seen the article. I meant 
to come back to it but forgot. John  
Harrison Cooper (MSO-58) 
was a member of that 8-person, 
ill-fated climbing team. Currently, 
I’m focused on recording as 
much personal information on 

smokejumpers as possible for our 
History Preservation Project at 
Eastern Washington University. I 
had nothing on John Cooper, zero. 
Now I know why.

With the melting of the Polish 
Glacier on Aconcagua, a camera 
with the name Janet Johnson was 
found. She and NASA engineer 
John Cooper died in the 1973 
expedition. 

From the NY Times: “Here 
is what was certain: A woman 
from Denver, maybe the most 
accomplished climber in the 
group, had last been seen alive on 
the glacier. A man from Texas, part 
of the recent Apollo missions to 
the moon, lay frozen nearby.

“Th ere were contradictory 
statements from survivors and a 
hasty departure. Th ere was a judge 
who demanded an investigation 
into possible foul play. Th ere were 
three years of summit-scratching 
searches to fi nd and retrieve the 
bodies. Th rough 2022, there 
were 153 known deaths on the 
mountain. In 1973, Johnson and 
Cooper were Nos. 26 and 27.”

What do we know about 
John Cooper? From the NY 
Times: “Just a month before, in 
December 1972, John Cooper was 
at mission control in Houston for 
the 17th and fi nal Apollo mission, 
communicating with astronauts 
on the moon. Cooper was a surface 
operations engineer, helping guide 
the lunar module.

“Cooper grew up in El 
Dorado, Kan., with a love of the 

SOUNDING OFF
from the Editor

by Chuck Sheley
(Cave Junction ’59)
Managing Editor

outdoors. He went to Oklahoma 
University to get a degree in 
geological engineering. He spent 
college summers working for 
the Forest Service and then as a 
smokejumper in the American 
West. Later, in the U.S. Coast 
Guard, he became a pilot and won 
awards for rescues off  the coast of 
Florida and in the Caribbean. And 
he climbed. Cooper summited 
Kilimanjaro and Mount Kenya, 
the tallest mountains in Africa, 
and Popocatépetl, the volcanic 
behemoth in Mexico.

“In 1966, Cooper joined 
NASA just as the Apollo program 
got underway. He had a bit of 
swashbuckler in him, more like 
an astronaut than a desk engineer. 
He sometimes wore a beard. He 
smoked a pipe. Around NASA’s 
Houston campus, Cooper drove 
an old military Jeep, sometimes 
taking his nieces for a ride. 1969 
was the year of Apollo 11. Cooper 
was in the surface operations 
group that guided Neil Armstrong 
and Buzz Aldrin as they became 
the fi rst humans to walk on the 
moon.”

Th e group moved their gear to 
camps further up the mountain 
and to Camp 2 at about 18,000 
feet. Th ree of the group stayed 
at Camp 1 with fi ve making it to 
Camp 2. Camp 3 was at about 
19,400,’ where one turned back 
leaving four climbers including 
Cooper.

Th e four climbed to about 
21,000’ and had to camp 
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overnight in a snow cave. At this 
point, Cooper turned back and 
started down to Camp 3 alone. 
He never made it. Janet Johnson, 

the only female in the group, and 
the other two men continued up 
and reached the top of the Polish 
Glacier. It was at that point that 
Johnson disappeared as darkness 
came.

The two men turned around, 
hiked down, and found Johnson 
lying about 100 feet off their snow 
trail. To shorten the story, the two 
men made it back to Camp 2 after 
walking by Cooper’s body and 
leaving Johnson alone to continue 
her decent. She never arrived. 
Four had gone up the glacier, and 
two had come back. 

At the bottom of Aconcagua, 
suspicious officials started 
investigating a potential 
manslaughter case. Five of 
the group were questioned 
by a US State Dept. official 
with little result. Later, the 
leader of the group, Carmie 
Dafoe, made a summary 
that concluded the deaths 
were an accident and that 
“they probably died of 
pulmonary edema.”

However, an Argentinian 
judge wanted to know how 
Cooper and Johnson had 
died. There were no bodies 
to provide the answer. 
A four-man team was 
assembled to look for them. 

return down the mountain said 
they had a long fall together. On 
this shallow slope? Her body was 
brought down in 1976 by a team 
made up mostly of police officers.

A medical student, now a 
neurosurgeon in Argentina, 
remembers Cooper because of the 
skull fracture and the hole in his 
abdomen. He remembers Johnson 
because of damage to her face and 
deep cuts on her boot that might 
have indicated that someone had 
hit her hard. Johnson’s autopsy 
concluded that she died of a brain 
injury the same as Cooper. Political 
turmoil in Argentina ended any 
further investigation. Johnson 
was buried near the trailheads to 
Aconcagua. 

Janet Johnson’s camera, 
discovered some 50 years later, 
yielded many photographs but 
nothing to answer any questions 
about her and John Cooper’s 
death. Who knows what really 
happened on that climb?

They found Cooper’s body at the 
foot of the Polish Glacier. He was 
on a gentle slope and missing a 
crampon and ice axe. Later, when 

his body was 
thawed, a 
cylindrical hole 
was found in 
his abdomen. 
Had he fallen on 
his own ice ax, 

and it went through five layers of 
clothing and deep into his body? 

An autopsy concluded that 
his death was not exposure, 
not pulmonary edema, and not 
the wound. The cause of death: 
Cranial contusions, injuries to the 
skull and brain. A judge then said, 
“We need Janet Johnson’s body.”

In 1975, three climbers had 
found Johnson’s body, which 
was about 20 meters from where 
Cooper had been found. A 
crampon was missing, and they 
could not find her ice ax. She 
was on a shallow slope. One of 
the men helping Johnson on her 

Mount Aconcagua, 22,837 feet (6,960.8 meters)
© Daniel Peppes Gauer El Centinela de Piedra, Flickr: Aconcagua, 2010, CC by 2.0.

“ Brother, was it bad. Between the ice and 
scree and altitude, I was done in.  ” 

~ diary entry by Cooper after 7-hour climb from 
Camp 1 (15,500 feet) to Camp 2 (18,000 feet)



I was a strange beginner. At 
27, I was nearly ten years 
older than my crewmates on 

the Boise N.F. We learned how 
to spin a psychrometer, swing a 
Pulaski, and operate a chainsaw. 
When my crewmates rushed 
into town every Friday night 
following summer weeks of 
thinning logging units, I stayed 
in the woods. I wandered the 
nearby ridges, swam in Dead-
wood Reservoir, baked bread, 
and wrote letters to my brother, 
Eric (GAC-00), and his partner, 
Kasey Rose (NCSB-89), the 
first smokejumper I ever met. 
Kasey inspired my brother and 
me with her tales of parachut-
ing from Twin Otters, Sherpas, 
and DC-3s to extinguish remote 
wildfires.

When my crew was finally sent to Utah for their 
first fire assignment in 1997, it was not my first time 
witnessing the beauty of junipers blazing against a 
star-sprinkled sky. I had spent summers 1993-94 
interviewing pioneer women smokejumpers, includ-
ing Kelly Esterbrook (RAC-86), Leslie Anderson 
(MSO-84), Kim Maynard (MSO-82), Margarita 
Phillips (MSO-88), and Deanne Shulman (MYC-
81) for my MFA thesis in creative nonfiction at the 
University of Pittsburgh. I joined them for daily 
workouts and even met them on some small fires. 

This, however, was my first time getting paid 
to test my mettle to extinguish one. We cut, dug, 
scraped, and heaved branches until 2 a.m. when we 
corralled the blaze and got to slow our pace to patrol 
for spot fires until dawn. For years, I had resisted 
becoming a firefighter because I worried about the 

kind of impartiality being a jour-
nalist required, but I grew weary 
of observing from the sidelines. 
And the experience of clearing 
a line between blackened and 
green brush did not disappoint. 
Suddenly, I could write about 
firefighting in a new way. I de-
scribed my first all-night initial 
attack experience: the shift-
ing smoke, the hot ash puffing 
around my boots, and the way 
sparks swirled around me when 
I drove a chainsaw into a burn-
ing tree. I sold this essay, called 
“Women’s Work,” to a Boise 
literary magazine—my first pub-
lication outside of school—and 
even received fan mail.

Summer 1998 I fell deeper 
in love with firefighting on the 
Union Hotshot Crew, out of 

LaGrande, Oregon. And, over months of chasing 
flames across Colorado, Oregon, Washington, and 
Idaho, I also fell in love with crewmate Scott Jones 
(MSO-01). The century turned, and my brother, 
Eric, and I stood side-by-side at the Missoula 
smokejumper base starting line for the mile and a 
half, the 85-pound cross-country pack test, and the 
110-pound flat pack test. We hadn’t strategized to 
undertake rookie training at the same time or same 
place, necessarily, but that is how it shook out. We 
became the first brother and sister smokejumpers. 

In one of the most serendipitous moments of my 
life, the folder holding my MFA diploma arrived 
the same June day in 2000 as my graduation from 
smokejumper rookie training. As the last person in 
our class received his smokejumper wings pin and 
congratulatory handshake, the fire alarm blared. 

Blazing a New Trail—The 
Difficult Journey

by Lori Messenger (Missoula ’00)

Lori Messenger
(courtesy L. Messenger)
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Most veteran jumpers were out already, which left 
our rookie class and our trainers occupying the jump 
list. I was not on that top load that day, but a few 
days later, I jumped my first fire into a marshy mead-
ow in the Pintler Wilderness. We chased elk out of 
the way while landing our parachutes. One of my 
rookie bros earned the nickname Batman when he 
landed upside down with his boot driven between 
two tight pine branches. We jumped one blaze after 
another as the Bitterroots, especially, wouldn’t stop 
igniting. 

Spring 2001, I married Scott on a mountain 
above Boise, a month before he also joined the Mis-
soula smokejumper ranks. I eagerly went to work 
every morning, often with no idea where the day 
would take me. I enjoyed the wide variety of people 
I worked with and how everyone brought their 
talents, brawn, and brains to the task smoldering or 
flaming on the slope in front of us. Then, together, 
once the flames were contained, we flopped on our 
backs in the dirt, using our line gear for pillows, and 
napped. Those were the best naps of my life. 

New qualifications filled my red card: squad 
leader, crew boss, ignition specialist. I contributed 
to the staff ride program, modeling on-the-ground 
training by using a military practice of visiting sites 
where fatalities had occurred and learning by follow-
ing the footprints of those who walked there before. 
I was part of the team developing the Mann Gulch 
Staff Ride for the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned 
Center and led multiple groups of firefighters and 
managers there.

Our family is entwined with this business. And 
this business has become family. The smokejumper 
community supported us through the births of two 
children. After our first child, Freya, was born, Scott 
and I occupied one slot on the jump list and took 
turns going out on assignments and working in the 
Smokejumper Visitor’s Center with her in the back-
pack. Another smokejumper mom, Sarah Altemus 
(MSO-01), and I figured out how to pump breast 
milk in the field. Jessie Thomas (MSO-04) helped 
start a daycare program at the Aerial Fire Depot. It 
was an exciting time of figuring out how to make 
fire careers work better for families. My niece would 
rookie for McCall and my nephew for West Yellow-
stone.

I jumped my last fire in 2007 before getting 
pregnant with our second child, Virgil. Ultimately, I 
left jumping, not because it was a bad environment 
to raise a family in but because I didn’t want to miss 
summers with my kids. And I wanted to become a 
high school English teacher. After I completed my 
master’s in education, I commuted 60 miles each 
way for seven years to Seeley-Swan High School. 
When the Covid pandemic spread, I got a job in 
the English department at Missoula’s Sentinel H.S., 
where I could ride my bike to work instead.

Last summer, 19-year-old Freya interned at 
the Visitor’s Center, weaving our family narrative 
throughout her tours. This summer, she landed a job 
with the Missoula district fire crew. She said, “Mom, 
I don’t know if I will like this or not, but I feel like 
I absolutely need to do it. So, I might as well try it 
sooner rather than later.” 

Then, on January 15, 2023, my life was drastically 
interrupted. I was walking across a Reserve Street 
intersection on my way to my mom’s house when a 
driver crashed into me at 60 mph, sending me flying 
97 feet through the air. My body left a crumpled 
imprint on the hood of his SUV. It was dark, but I 
wore a fluorescent yellow vest and flashing bike light 
on my back. Another driver, who had stopped for 
me to cross, called 911 and waited with me while the 
ambulance came. 

The first required surgery—removal of my 
ruptured spleen—was done at St. Patrick’s Hospital 
in Missoula shortly after the ambulance delivered 
me there. My carotid arteries were split. A vascular 
surgeon told me if this had been a little worse, I’d 
have bled out on Reserve Street. On my left side, my 
ankle, my wrist, and all my ribs were broken. The 
nerves in my arm were damaged. They put me in a 
C collar due to a chipped bone in my neck. A photo 
from those early days shows me puffy-faced, braced, 
and bandaged like a mummy.

Two days later, Missoula doctors rolled me into 
a Life Flight ship to Seattle’s Harborview Medical 
Center for further care. I winced at every bump 
the gurney encountered but found the two nurses, 
hailing from Butte, both as competent and ribald as 
smokejumpers. We traded jokes until I fell asleep in 
the sky. Even as a jumper, airplane engines usually 
lulled me. Harborview surgeons operated on my 
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back immediately, reporting that my T11 vertebrae 
was busted into three pieces. They placed a rod on 
each side of my spine. Afterward, a doctor, whose 
face I can’t recall, solemnly told me that I was indeed 
paralyzed. I took the news in a strange calm: I had 
realized this already. 

After nearly a month, two Harborview therapists 
lifted me into a sitting position. It felt like my torso 
was floating above the bed. I saw my hips and legs 
below me, but I couldn’t feel them.

Friends steered me to Craig Hospital near Den-
ver, a world-renowned neurorehabilitation program, 
where for three months, I continued to heal and to 
learn to navigate my new life as a paraplegic: how 
to transfer from wheelchair to bed, how to dress 
and bathe myself, how to manage insensate bladder 
and bowels, how to ambulate first in a power chair 
and then in a lighter, manual wheelchair. Family 
and friends came and went, bringing me my tooth-
brush, braiding my hair, and going to the thrift store 
to shop for workable clothes. Scott stayed with me 
most of those four months, with trips home to sup-
port Virgil, a high school sophomore, and to some-
how manage bills and work. My kind, determined 
doctor kept telling me that I could still have a big, 
active, good life—that having a spinal cord injury 
did not have to be the end.

On Tuesday, May 16, 2023, Scott drove me back 
toward Missoula. Each time I pushed my butt up 
that slide board and into the passenger seat of our 
Honda Element was challenging, but it gave me a 
sense of accomplishment. Smokejumper friends had 
set up an initial GoFundMe site to help cover medi-
cal needs and home modification. Other friends had 
built me a wheelchair ramp into the back door of 
our house the previous week, and it still smelled of 
freshly cut plywood and stain. 

When we finally reached our backyard, Scott 
tipped my wheelchair backward onto a blanket as we 
had practiced at Craig. Virgil laid down beside me 
under the lilac bush dripping with lavender-colored 
blooms. I was home. I was still Freya and Virgil’s 
mom. Little else about my life seemed recognizable.

That early calm about my paralysis did not last. I 
have sobbed, raged, and sought counseling almost 
daily in order to face the next hour in which I cannot 
walk, run, jump, climb trees, ski, or dance. Walking 

for me was not just transportation; it was a place 
I went to for solace and renewal. Simply put, I am 
a mountain girl. I love the wild lands of the Inter-
mountain West with every cell of my body. Last sum-
mer, for the first time ever, I never laced a boot. 

My toes will never again feel summer dirt beneath 
them, but I am determined to re-create an accessible 
garden. I cannot go back to my high school teach-
ing job of this past decade because my days are filled 
with medical appointments, paperwork, and insur-
ance phone calls. I will pee forevermore into a plastic 
bag and cannot control my bowels. I am no longer 
earning a regular salary, although I will try some dis-
patching work this summer. I had no way of know-
ing that the full moon skate ski I took with Virgil in 
Pattee Canyon early January 2023 would be the last 
time I would step out of the car, snap my boots into 
bindings, and push off with the power of quads and 
glutes, enjoying the glide balancing on one leg at a 
time. Winter 2024, I tried my first sit-ski apparatus, 
and I am re-learning to swim with limp legs.

So many smokejumpers have helped us pour 
concrete and modify our home to give me as much 
independence as possible. Last week, my husband 
sorted a bin and pulled out the hiking boots I bought 
with my last $70 before my best friend and I spent a 
glorious month hiking the Sierra Crest in 1993, the 
same boots I wore taking my kids on their first ever 
backpacking trip in 2011, sporting new blue laces. 
He pulled my scuffed fire boots off the same shelf. 
Together, we agonized: what do we do with these? 
How do we keep looking at them? Am I still me if I 
can never stride through the woods again?

At age 54, I find myself, once more, a strange 
beginner. 

The NSA Board of Directors asks you to consider 
donating to the Good Samaritan Fund on behalf of 
Lori. Your tax-free donation will directly support Lori 
(MSO 2000), Scott Jones (MSO 2001-current), and 
their family through this difficult time. Let’s make sure 
they have the resources they need to modify their home 
and find new ways to enjoy the mountains as a family. 
Donations should be made out to NSA with “Lori” 
on the memo line. Send to Chuck Sheley, 10 Judy Lane, 
Chico, CA 95926
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The following article by John 
Ratliff was published in the 
January 2023 issue of The 
Synergist, a publication for the 
American Industrial Hygiene 
Association. It has been shortened 
to fit page space.

For two summers in the 
1960s, I fought wildland 
fires as a member of a 

crew, first with the State of Or-
egon Forestry Department and 
then with the East Lane Fire 
Protection Association. Later, 
I spent a summer in Washing-
ton state as a smokejumper. 
Although wildland firefighting 
today is quite different than it was in the 1960s and 
1970s, my experiences provide insight into the many 
industrial hygiene (IH) concerns associated with 
this work, including the protective clothing worn 
by wildland firefighters and why it differs from that 
worn for structural firefighting.

The clothing we used on these crews consisted of 
cotton underwear, a cotton shirt, black jeans, gloves, 
a large bandana around our neck, and leather boots 
with heavy socks underneath. Hardhats were man-
datory and protected us from falling limbs or debris.  

Today, climate change has significantly altered 
wildland firefighting. Forests are drier, fires are hot-
ter, and a lightning strike can easily lead to acres of 
fire in a matter of hours. These changes have led to 
recent reevaluations of both protective clothing and 
procedures for wildland firefighting. Recent research 
has examined the use of medication by wildland 
firefighters, specifically glutamine supplementa-

tion, to reduce damage to their 
gastrointestinal tract, subjec-
tive fatigue level, and perceived 
exertion. 

In all wildfire situations, the 
IH stressors are multiple. These 
include hard hot work, exhaus-
tion, long hours, and the dif-
ficulty of staying hydrated. Heat 
exhaustion and heat stroke 
are possible, and burns are a 
constant hazard. Because of the 
physical demands of fighting 
wildfires, the crews I served on 
didn’t use the turnout clothing 
worn by structural firefighters. 
Occasionally we worked ex-
tended times without a break. 

Some of the concerns about occupational diseases 
among wildland firefighters involve inhalation of 
chemical contaminants, such as carbon

monoxide and particulate matter (PM) in smoke.
The toll of COVID-19 on wildland firefighters has 

not been widely reported. An article in the July 2022 
issue of Smokejumper identifies COVID-19 as the 
leading cause of death on wildland fires in 2021. 

A 2019 study in the International Journal of Occu-
pational Medicine and Environmental Health reported 
that respirator use was found to reduce the decline in 
lung function among wildland firefighters. But other 
factors may complicate the decision to recommend 
respiratory protection for wildland firefighting, such 
as their inhibitory effects on verbal communication. 

In 2020, the National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine held a workshop on 
the effects of wildland fire emissions on air quality 
and human health. As described in a report on the 

Reflections on Wildland Firefighting
Protective Clothing, Equipment, Hazards & 

Procedures
by John C. Ratliff (North Cascades ’72)

John C. Ratliff
(courtesy J. C. Ratliff)
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workshop, one presenter discussed the complex 
exposures today’s firefighters experience at the fire 
line. These exposures vary according to the task the 
firefighters are engaged in, the type of vegetation, 
and other sources of air pollutants. According to the 
report, exposure assessments for wildland firefight-
ers have typically relied on PM measurements, but 
“the relationship between PM and other toxics in 
wildfire smoke may vary across fires, and it is unclear 
whether PM is the best measure to use for all health 
outcomes.” Carbon dioxide levels and urinary bio-
markers, such as metabolites and methoxyphenols, 
have been suggested as alternatives to PM, but all 
have limitations. 

The report also discusses the adverse health 
effects of smoke exposure for firefighters such as 
oxidative stress, inflammation, and decline in lung 
function. Associations exist between career length 
and hypertension, and increased risks of lung cancer 
and cardiovascular disease. The report calls for more 
research into exposure pathways and development 
of new respiratory protection. “Currently, there is no 
commercially available respirator that meets nec-
essary requirements for flame resistance, clean air 

delivery over extended periods of time, and portabil-
ity,” the report reads. 

At the workshop, Tim Reinhardt, certified indus-
trial hygienist, presented more information concern-
ing respirators and the particulate hazards wildland 
firefighters face. During construction of firelines, the 
respirable particulates include crystalline silica from 
the soil. Wildfire smoke contains carbon monoxide 
and formaldehyde; as the CO concentration increas-
es, so too does the formaldehyde concentration. Re-
inhardt characterized the permissible exposure limits 
(PELs) for nuisance respirable dust of 5 mg/m3 as 
unacceptable, and he argued that the permissible 
exposure limits for other respirable hazards that may 
be present in wildfire smoke—including crystalline 
silica at 0.05 mg/m3 and hexavalent chromium at 
0.005 mg/m3—indicate the need to establish a lower 
PEL for wildfire smoke. 

This article just touches the surface of industrial 
hygiene concerns for wildland firefighters. But I 
hope it spurs interest in the subject and allows for 
more discussion of how IH can help prevent expo-
sures to both physical and health hazards that may 
become life threatening to wildland firefighters.

	 39	 www.smokejumpers.com

Looking Back

1949: Bill Dratz, Ed 
Eggen, Bill Hellman, 
Skip Stratton, and 
pilot Bob Johnson 
flying an old Tri-Motor 
plane getting ready 
to fly from Missoula 
to Washington, DC, 
for an exhibition 
jump near the White 
House. 

This was the first 
time smokejumpers 
were dropped east 
of the Mississippi. 
(photo courtesy Skip 
Stratton). 

Full story is in  the 
July 2000 Smoke-
jumper  issue on the 
NSA website.
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Chuck Sheley 
(Cave Junction ’59)

Congratulations and thanks to Chuck Sundstrom 
(MSO-57) and Tom Dolin (GAC-59) who are our 
latest Life Members.

Mike Nielson (MYC-73): “When I went from 
McCall to Redding in ’76, I met Don Sterrett  
(RDD-74). I walked into the tool room to fi nd Don 
doing curls with the tool room anvil. In between 
sharpening tools, Don would be doing pull-ups on 
a bar he had installed between the ceiling joists or 
doing squats with newly built fi repacks. Sterrett ’s 
body refl ected this body-building regimen and was 
the spitt ing image of Steve Reeves, Mr. Universe 
1950. Sterrett  had left  Charley Caldwell’s (RDD-
65) Redding Hotshots as the driver of La Bomba to 
become a jumper. Charley called him Atlas.”

John Cramer (McCall ’63): “My wife, the moth-
er of three smokejumpers, died in 2020 of brain can-
cer. I appreciated all the help family and friends gave 
me during this diffi  cult time. I have been trying to 
pay back their support by helping others whenever I 
can. I provide housing for Boise BLM rookie jump-
ers during their training and fi rst fi re season, foster-
ing dogs for the Idaho Humane Society and helping 
family, neighbors, and friends whenever I can.”

Mike McMillan (FBX-96) has developed and 
runs the “NSA Smokejumpers Photo & Video Gal-
lery” on the NSA website. Go to the NSA website 
at www.smokejumpers.com. On the home page, lower 
left , click on the photo gallery. You will see hundreds 
of smokejumper photos from various jumpers. Add 
your photos to the collection. Save them for our 
history. If you have photos to add to our collection, 
contact Mike at spotfi reimages@yahoo.com.

Del Hessel (MYC-59) will be inducted into the 
Colorado Runners Hall of Fame in April. Del is ar-
guably one of the greatest track and fi eld coaches in 
school (Colorado State) history, guiding 20 athletes 
to All-American awards. Hessel was an award-win-

ning runner at CSU in the early 1960s, sett ing the 
school record in the 800-meter indoors in 1963, and 
was the 1962 Skyline Conference champion in the 
event. 

In the April 2024 issue of Smokejumper, I updated 
the Smokejumper/CIA list to include those who 
worked inside the U.S. and overseas. Don Court-
ney (MSO-56) added Lowell Hanson (MSO-58) 
to that list, which helped to make it more accurate. 
Lowell worked several months as a parachute dis-
patch offi  cer over Laos. 

Bob Beckley (RA C-83): “Got an email today 
that the ax manual I wrote before retiring from the 
FS is now in the Library of Congress.”

Fire Aviation website: In 1943, the Forest Ser-
vice established an 11-man smokejumper base near 
Cave Junction, Oregon. Th ese brave men helped bat-
tle fi res in both the Southern Cascades and Coastal 
Mountain ranges and were dropped from the air into 
very challenging physical geography that was most 
oft en very remote. My father, Don Basey (CJ-52), 
was part of the Cave Junction Smokejumper Team. 
Growing up, my father told me about being dropped 
in on a fi re just west of Grants Pass and breaking his 
arm as he landed into heavy forest vegetation. He 
fought the fi re and had his arm set and cast when he 
returned home to Ashland. Allyson Basey Geary 

Jerry Ogawa (MYC-67): John Kootenai “Jack” 
Seagraves (MYC-63)—my understanding is that 
Jack died in Ecuador on March 19, but nobody 
knows the circumstances of his passing. If anyone 
can chime in, please do so. Jack rookied in 1963 in 
McCall and jumped three seasons before graduating 
from dental school. I understand he left  the dental 
world aft er a 23-year hiatus and then returned to 
smokejumping in 1988, where he jumped for anoth-
er 10 seasons. Aft er 10 fi re jumps in 63-64 seasons, 
he amassed an amazing 107 more fi re jumps (117 
total fi re jumps) between ‘88-97, averaging almost 
10 fi re jumps a season for 13 jumping seasons. Not 
sure when he moved down to Ecuador. 

ODDS
AND ENDS
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On my fl ight home to Montana 
from South Carolina, I thought I 
had the whole row to myself until 
a young, blonde woman sat down 
next to me just as the cabin door 
closed. A pleasant compromise, 
and not only for the several cups 
of coff ee I’d already consumed 
with no apparent strategic outlet. 
I’m wearing my fi re prevention 
heart on my sleeve these days, 
even if it is invisible. Before long, 
me, Prevention Pat, someone who 
talks too much already, is prying 
this poor lady’s mind for her ex-
act concept of what Smokey Bear, 
He Who Bears All Our Fire Safety 
Sins, means to society.

She asks if I’m in the Service. I 
say, “Yes.”  Well, the Forest Service, 
at least. She feigns astonishment 
or admiration. I accept both and 
ask about her work. 

“Oh, I work for a litt le company 
called Raytheon.”  

It’s an hour of taking a deep 
dive into the nuances of fi re ecol-
ogy: why I’d been burning down 
the Sumter N.F. for the last few 

ever. Th ese pieces of paper are be-
ing voted on in DC to meet the 
needs of the USFS, compensate 
employees at a quasi-market rate, 
and modernize the workforce. 
How much outside of Hollywood 
exaggeration do lawmakers under-
stand about the workforce mod-
ernization problem?  

What do we need to stay com-
petitive? I tried to fi nd some data 
from the time of “Red Skies Over 
Montana” (1952), some details 
about then and now.

A GS-4 in 1957 was paid at an 
annual rate of $3,415 ($37,653 in 
2023 dollars), whereas a GS-4 in 
2023 is paid at an annual rate of 
$27,765. Th e 2023 rate is 74% of 
the 1957 rate.  

In the 1950s, college was 
equivalent to about 18% of annual 
household income, whereas in the 
2010s, it was equivalent to about 
88%. UPenn tuition in 1955 was 
$12k in 2023 dollars and $61k in 
2023,  an increase of 410%. A state 
school in 1957 was $929, which 
is $10,300 in 2023 dollars. A state 
school in 2023 is $17,700.  

Median national home price 
in 1957 was $18.6k ($207k in 
2023 dollars), whereas the me-
dian national home price in 2023 
was $412k (Forbes). Th at is an 
increase of 99%. Most homes in 
1957 were purchased by a single 
person, single income, in their 20s.  

 Federal minimum wage in 
1957 was $1/hr., which is $11.11/
hr. in 2024 dollars (2024 mini-
mum wage is $7.25/hr.). 

weeks, where I might be this sum-
mer, how I’ll get there and who’ll 
pay for it, and what everyone will 
be doing on that hypothetical but 
guaranteed incident of the future. 
Let’s call it the Steep Fire, before 
she realizes I’m being serious. 

It’s about ten minutes of listen-
ing to her explain “solutions-driv-
en contracting” and “innovation 
for a safer world” before I realize 
she’s also serious. 

She works in DC the fi rst half of 
the week and fl ies to another state 
for the second half. She has a mul-
tiple six-fi gure salary, and out of 54 
colleagues on her team’s chat, only 
one other person knew about the 
Forest Service. I gave her enough 
info to win her the “Coolest Con-
versationalist” award for her next 
several weeks of work meetings. 
My prevention mission is done: 
another litt le prevention minion, 
seeded with USFS Lore and Love, 
sent out into the world to spread 
concepts of work-life balance, the 
existence of hotshot crews, and 
fi ghting fi re under the Midnight 
Sun, or Happy Camp.  

What’s remarkable about Ray-
theon Woman and Prevention Pat 
is that each is entirely and abso-
lutely insulated from the goings on 
of the other’s world, to the point 
that we couldn’t take each other 
seriously at the start.

She’d never met a GS-07 federal 
employee. She’d never met anyone 
below a GS-12. 

Th is encounter brings to mind 
these bills, acts, resolutions, what-

Pat McGunagle
(West Yellowstone ’19)

Notes from
the Ranks
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In 2019, an average healthcare 
bundle of services cost $9,787; in 
1960, those services cost $124k 
($1,059 in 2019 dollars).  

A 1957 Corvette Convertible 
cost $3,176; $34,865 in 2023 dol-
lars, which is a bargain compared 
to a 2023 Corvette Convertible: 
base $75,300.   

These are just numbers. Trying 
to explain today’s operating envi-
ronment of wildland firefighting is 
tough because describing the job 
requires a whole-person interro-
gation: how spouses navigate un-

Burnout.”  It is a long read but well 
worth your time! 

“Well,” Raytheon Rita says, “I 
hope there are no fires this sum-
mer.”  

“I hope we have at least a few,” 
says Prevention Pat, and “good 
luck spreading world peace.” And 
no, I never mentioned being a 
smokejumper.
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May 1981 Redding Smokejumpers Base: 
Sad Day in History 

by Chuck Sheley (Cave Junction ’ 59)

Monday, May 11, 1981, a USFS twin-
engine Beechcraft Baron crashed into the 
Redding Smokejumper Base at 8:46 a.m. 

killing all four on board. Everyone inside the build-
ing escaped injury. The smokejumper facility was 
gutted in the following fire. “Equipment from other 
smokejumper units should start arriving in the next 
few days.” They should be operational in two weeks.

The chief controller at the airport said the aircraft 
took off and then quickly tried to land, as if some-
thing were wrong. Insurance agent Lee Rich said he 
watched the plane climb to about 300 feet and bank 
left. But the turn was too steep, as if the 30-mph 
winds were giving the pilot trouble. The airplane 
started a lazy slide and flopped on its back. 

All three passengers and the pilot were USFS 
employees and were bound for Chico, California, 
to conduct a pre-season inspection of a contractor 
aircraft.

Tim Quigley (RDD-79): “The north wind was 
howling that day. I had just finished PT and was 
getting ready to take a shower when I heard a loud 
boom. I thought a huge oak tree had gotten blown 
over onto the barracks. Coming out of the barracks, 
I saw the large plume of smoke on the south end of 

the fire cache. I still wasn’t sure what had happened. 
Little spot fires were all over the yard south and 
west of the cache. I grab a nearby shovel and started 
smacking them out. Guys in our end of the building 
got a few things out but smoke filled the place up 
fast. 

“I thought the fire department would be able to 
put it out fast since it was backing into the building 
against the strong wind. But even though the wind 
was from the north, it kept the fire burning intensely. 
Fire truck hoses were basically useless. It seemed 
like for several hours that the fire just slowly back 
through the entire length of the building. Everything 
was completely destroyed.”

In 2016, the parachute loft was named and 
dedicated to Bob Kersh.  Bob helped in the design 
and construction of the loft when it moved to the 
Redding Airport. He was the first loft foreman and 
retired in 1978.

Dick Linebarger (RDD-74): “I’ll never forget 
that day. Redding was a small base at that time, and 
everyone knew each other. A real family feel. 

It was amazing how quickly all the other bases 
rallied together to get us back in action for the 
season.”

predictable schedules, budgeting 
on unreliable hours, and having 
the flexibility for potential injuries 
and setbacks. That’s if your agency 
stands behind you with a work-
man’s comp claim. That’s if you can 
survive on base pay alone, without 
overtime or hazard pay.  

If you have the Internet, check 
out ProPublica’s article “The Big 



Brett M. Fairchild (Redmond ’05)
Brett died October 27, 2023. He was born March 

15, 1984. Brett’s early years were spent in central 
Oregon. The family moved to Juneau, Alaska, 
when he was six-years old. He graduated from 
Juneau-Douglas H.S. where he played quarterback 
and was awarded the Offensive Player of the Year 
for the State of Alaska in 2001. Brett continued 
his education at Eastern Oregon University in La 
Grande, Oregon. Summers were spent working 
for the USFS. He became a smokejumper in 2005 
jumping out of Redmond, Oregon, for two seasons. 
He returned to school and graduated in December 
2007 with a B.S degree in Natural Resources from 
Oregon State University. 

In the spring of 2008, he went to work for Alaska 
Fire Services in Fairbanks where he continued as 
a smokejumper, fire dispatcher, fire specialist, and 
most recently, as the Unit Aviation Manager for 
Upper Yukon Zone, a career in fire control that 
encompassed nearly 20 years.

Brett married the love of his life Meghan 
Henderson in the fall of 2012 at La Grande, Oregon. 
They were blessed to have two children, a daughter 
Adaline and a son Grady. Brett jumped at Redmond 
2005-07 and at Fairbanks 2008-11. He is the son of 
Scott Fairchild (RAC-74).
David Sheldon Winn (Idaho City ’57)

Dave died March 25, 2024. He was born 
February 3, 1937, in Safford, Arizona, and graduated 
from Ben Lomond H.S. in Ogden, Utah. Dave then 
graduated from Utah State University (USU) with 
a degree in Range Management. Upon graduation, 
he was commissioned into the Army and attended 
flight school in Alabama. His most memorable 
station was flying border patrol on the East-West 
German Border. He later became dual certified, 
adding helicopter pilot to his list of qualifications. 

When he left the military service, he returned to 
USU and earned a teaching certificate. Dave taught 
biology and math at Richfield H.S. and Roosevelt Jr. 
H.S. in Salt Lake. He then returned to USU, earn-

ing a Ph.D. in Wildlife Management, and worked for 
the USFS as a Wildlife Biologist. Dave concluded 
his career as a collaborator USU’s College of Natural 
Resources. He jumped at Idaho City in 1957.

J. Rick Russell (Fairbanks ’77)
Rick, 72, died April 1, 2024, in Redding, 

California. He was born June 23, 1951, and moved 
to Redding when he was three. Rick attended 
Manzanita Elementary School, Sequoia Jr. H.S., 
and graduated from Shasta H.S. in 1969. He 
wrestled for Shasta H.S. and qualified for the state 
championships, and he was a pole vaulter on the 
track team. Rick earned a bachelor’s degree and 
attended Shasta College, College of the Siskiyous, 
Southern Oregon Univ., and Utah State University.

Rick started his career in wildfire doing three 
seasons at Coffee Creek RS on the Shasta/Trinity 
N.F., followed by the 1972-73 seasons on the 
Redding Interregional Hotshot Crew under Charlie 
Caldwell (RDD-65). In 1974, Rick transferred to 
the newly formed Stanislaus Hotshots as a squad 
boss. Rick worked on the Stanislaus shots 1974-
75 under the direction of Charlie Gripp and Ron 
Linebarger, also over from the Redding crew. Rick 
was invaluable in teaching forestry and firefighting 
skills, not to mention teaching (by example) the 
unwritten rules that make a fire crew into a hotshot 
crew. He was on an Alaska helitack crew in 1976 
before he rookied with the Alaska Smokejumpers in 
1977. Rick jumped there for 18 seasons (77-81, 83, 
88-99). After retirement from BLM, he worked as a 
contract faller on fire in the lower 48.
Thanks to Dan Tinnel (Assoc.) and Dick Linebarger 
(RDD-74) for the above information. (Ed.)

Mike Bordelon (Fairbanks ’76)
Mike, 72, died April 2, 2024, at his home in Sil-

verton, Oregon. He was born November 22, 1951, 
in Marksville, Louisiana. “I spent my early years 
growing up in Bayou country in Louisiana, and then 
my family moved to Bartlesville, Oklahoma, when 
I was in the 5th grade. I graduated high school in 

Remember and honor fellow jumpers with a gift to the NSA Good 
Samaritan Fund in their name. Hard times can fall on many of us 
at any time. The NSA is here to support our fellow jumpers and their 
families through the Good Samaritan Fund. Mail your contribution 
to: Chuck Sheley, 10 Judy Lane, Chico, CA 95926.

Off
  The
    List
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Bartlesville in 1969 and att ended Oklahoma State 
University in Stillwater and earned a BS in Forestry 
in 1974. I also earned a MS degree in Forestry from 
the University of Idaho in 1978.”

Mike started wildland fi refi ghting in 1969 with 
the USFS in Idaho, was on the Coeur d’ Alene 
Hotshot Crew 1970-73 and worked in Tok, Alaska, 
on a helitack crew 1974-75. He jumped in Fairbanks 
during the 1976-78 seasons. 

“I started my professional career (1979-86) in 
Olympia, Washington, with the Industrial Forestry 
Association (IFA). I worked with private industry, 
state, and federal cooperators to install genetic re-
search trials for the purpose of breeding fast growing 
and well adapted conifers for reforestation projects 
across western Washington, Oregon, and Northern 
California.” 

From 1986-2014 “I worked in several positions 
with the Oregon Dept. of Forestry, including Tree 
Improvement Coordinator, Forest Biology Manager, 
State Forests Program Director, Regional Manager 
for NW Oregon, and Division Chief for State For-
ests. I was involved in a leadership role that created 
a new forest management plan for NW Oregon in 
2001. Th is forest management plan covered about 

600,000 acres including the Tillamook “burn.” 
Th is experience gave me insights into working with 
widely divergent interest groups and stakeholders 
like environmental groups, timber industry, and the 
western Oregon counties. Given my background in 
fi re, I was tapped to help the fi re program during the 
summer and worked in various overhead positions 
on larger fi res throughout the state. I retired from 
ODF in 2014 aft er 28 years. 

“Following retirement, I have taken up commer-
cial fi shing, part-time, following in the footsteps of 
my older son, who is a successful commercial fi sher-
man in Port Orford, Oregon. I fi sh with my retired 
buddies, including some old jumpers.”
John W. Robinson (Pilot)

John died March 31, 2024. He was born May 
26, 1940, in Seatt le, Washington. John served in the 
Marines, where he was stationed at NAS Seatt le, 
and was honorably discharged in 1966. Th roughout 
his life, he applied his skills in the transportation 
industries of air, rail, and trucking. John met the love 
of his life, Anita, and they married on July 17, 1999. 
John fl ew smokejumpers for the Johnson Flying 
Service. 
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Frank Just (MYC-54) ............................Good Sam Fund
Gary Jensen (Associate) ............... History Preservation
Anonymous ................................. Jeff  Daniels (MSO-58)
Frank Shoemaker (BOI-70) Leo Cromwell (IDC-66)
Charlie Brown (IDC-56) ..... Austin Young (MYC-54) 

Leo Cromwell (IDC-66)
Dave Th eis (RA C-83) ................. Mike Silva (RDD-72)

Doug Houston (RA C-73)
Scott  Fairchild (RA C-74) .....Brett  Fairchild (RA C-05)
Rich Krenkel (MSO-71) ... GSF/History Preservation
Lee Gossett  (RDD-57) ....................... Scholarship Fund
Anonymous ....................... Frank Clements (NCSB-88)
Dale Gardner (CJ-67) .................... Gary Milles (CJ-66)

Contributions since the previous publication of donors April 2024
Total funds disbursed to Smokejumpers and families—$348,000

Mail your Good Samaritan Fund contributions to:
Chuck Sheley, 10 Judy Lane, Chico, CA 95926

PLEASE MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO NSA. Please put donation info on MEMO line.

NSA Contributions Good Samaritan, Scholarship, 
History Preservation and/or General Operating Fund

Jack Cole (MYC-55) ......................................Scholarship Fund
Jim Lancaster (MYC-62) .......................Dave Hall (MYC-80)
Joe Cayou (MSO-59) .....................Roger Siemens (MSO-59)
Don Havel (FBX-66) ............................Rod Sando (MSO-65)
Larry Swan (MYC-68) ...................Leo Cromwell (MYC-66)

David Hall (MYC-80)
Bobby Montoya (IDC-62) ............. Horace “Tacho” Cordova 

(IDC-61)
Bob Burns (Associate) .............................History Preservation
Ross Corbet/Suanne Kora ................Mark Corbet (LGD-74)
Kristi Duis ................................................Jum Haack (MSO-67)
Robert Hirning (Associate ........................... General Expenses
Larry Gordon .................................................. General Expenses

Donor In Memory or Honor of Donor In Memory or Honor of
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Th is column is part of the NSA 
History Preservation Project. Th e bios 
may have been shortened due to lack of 
page space. Th e complete bios will be 
kept in the Smokejumper Archives at 
Eastern Washington University. Th e 
following jumpers have responded to 
my request for bio information. Many 
thanks. I have more bios but am only 
doing NSA members at this time.

Stanton G. “Stan” Bolle 
(Missoula ’59)

Stan was born October 24, 1939, 
in Lander, Wyoming. He grew up 
in four states and graduated from 
Missoula County High School 
in 1957. Stan worked on a Blister 
Rust control crew 1957-58 before 
his rookie year at Missoula where 
he jumped the 1959 season. He 
worked in Kings Canyon N.P. as a 
Seasonal Ranger in 1961.

Stan received his bachelor’s in 
Zoology from the University on 
Montana in 1962 and his master’s 
in public administration from the 
University of Arizona in 2004. 

He spent time in the Peace 
Corps (1963-66) teaching Science 
and as athletic coach at a boy’s 
secondary school in midwestern 
Nigeria. Returned to the U.S. at 
the beginning of the Biafran Civil 
War in 1966 to recruit for the 
Peace Corps in California. 

Stan’s work career included Will 
Ross Inc., Milwaukee, WI, (1967-
72) as Sales Manager helping to set 
up and support a world-wide sales 
network for medical equipment 
and supplies. Focused on Asia, the 
Middle East, and Eastern Europe.

He retired July 2007 and currently 
lives in Gig Harbor, WA. Tom 
jumped at Missoula 1959-62 and 
at West Yellowstone 1964.

Peter F. Carpenter 
(Redding ’59) 

Peter was born in 1940 in San 
Francisco and lived in rural Florida 
when in high school where he was 
a volunteer fi refi ghter. He jumped 
at Redding 1959-61 and graduat-
ed from Harvard with a bachelor’s 
in chemistry in 1962. He followed 
that with an MBA from the Uni-
versity of Chicago in 1965.

Aft er his graduation in 1962, 
he was commissioned as an offi  cer 
in the USAF, where he had an 
assignment as a test parachutist 
because of his smokejumping 
experience. From 1966-68, he was 
the Vietnam program manager for 
the Advanced Research Projects 
Agency and served as the Air Force 
Aide to the White House. In 1969, 
he was a consultant for Lockheed, 
where he developed marketing 
strategies for its Airborne System 
Division. From 1968-70, he was 
assistant director of the Stanford 
University Center for Materials 
Research.

In 1976, he began working 
for the ALZA Corporation, a 
pharmaceutical company. In 1990, 
he left  his position as executive 
vice president of ALZA to pursue 
nonprofi t work. He was also 
executive director of Stanford 
University Medical Center and 
visiting scholar at the Center for 
Biomedical Ethics at Stanford. 

At Beckman Instruments, Chi-
cago, IL, (1972-80), he was Prod-
uct Manager for the neurological 
product line. Responsible for new 
product development.

At Hewlett -Packard, Andover, 
MA, (1980-01), he was Domestic 
Sales Representative for the 
medical products division. 
Promoted to Market Development 
Manager’s positions in Singapore, 
Beijing (PRC) and Latin America. 

Stan retired in 2001 and is 
living in Tucson, AZ.  He worked 
with another SCORE counselor 
to help make a small engineering 
company in Tucson profi table. 
He is Currently a volunteer with 
Challenged Sailors San Diego, 
an adaptive sailing program for 
people with disabilities, and 
Cabrillo National Monument in 
San Diego.

Samuel Th omas “Tom” Briggs 
(Missoula ’59)

Tom was born June 7, 1940, in 
Missoula, Montana, and graduated 
from Missoula County H.S. in 
1958. He earned a bachelors 
(1965) and an MBA (1975) from 
the University of Montana. He 
enlisted in the Army in 1966 and 
served three years with the rank of 
Lieutenant. 

Tom worked as a Legislative 
Analyst, MT State Legislature, 
1975-78, Higher Education Ad-
ministrator/City Administration, 
in Alaska, Director of Alaska Ma-
rine Highway System, General 
Manager Interisland Ferry Au-
thority, SE Alaska, 1990 to 2007. 

THE JUMP LIST
Th e Men of 1959
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Around 2001, he was diagnosed 
with chronic lymphocytic 
leukemia (CLL), and he has stated 
that he was first veteran to be 
granted benefits by United States 
Department of Veterans Affairs 
acknowledging his cancer was a 
result of Agent Orange exposure 
during his time in Vietnam. 

Peter has had leadership 
positions with a variety of non-
profit, cultural, and research 
organizations. In 1991, he 
founded the Mission and 
Values Institute. He has been 
on the board of directors for the 
publishing company Annual 
Reviews since 1994. From 1985–
1991, he was director of the 
American Foundation for AIDS 
Research. From 1997 to 2009, 
he was on the board of directors 
of the Village Enterprise Fund. 
In 2006, he became director of 
the humanitarian organization 
InSTEDD.  He and his wife Jane 
Shaw have supported several 
education initiatives in California, 
Tanzania, and Bhutan. 

Harry L. Clark (Idaho City ’59)
Harry was born July 28, 1936, 

in Thermopolis, Wyoming, where 
he grew up and graduated from 
Washakie County H.S. in 1955. 
He later attended Boise State 
University where he graduated 
with a bachelor’s in business in 
1969. Harry served in the Army 
1955-57, Mountain and Cold 
Weather Training Command, in 
Camp Hale, Colorado. 

In 1957 he moved to Boise to 
attend college and ran a ski shop 
at Idaho Sporting Goods. Harry 
jumped at Idaho City 1960-65 
and was detailed to Silver City 
for several years. He was one of 

the four jumpers who actually did 
jump on the infamous Minnehaha 
Creek nudist colony jump. In 
1966 he was a smokejumper 
for the National Park Service 
in Yellowstone. Harry also was 
a liaison between park and the 
USFS smokejumper crew from 
Missoula. He survived a helicopter 
crash and walked out.

1967-69 Harry was employed 
at Bob Greenwood’s Ski Shop and 
taught skiing at Bogus Basin while 
finishing his university degree; 
1969 a backcountry ranger in 
Yellowstone NP. 1970-90 he was 
a partner at Bob Greenwood’s Ski 

Haus in Boise, Idaho, and taught 
skiing at Bogus Basin

Harry retired in 1990 and 
moved to McCall and taught 
skiing at Brundage Mountain. In 
1991 he, with Jim Lafferty (IDC-
63), started Snowcat Powder Ski 
program at Brundage, retiring 
from that program in 2007. In 
2013 Harry moved to Boise where 
he resides with Bee, his wife of 60 
years.  

Phil Collins (Redding ’59)
Phil was born March 14, 1936, 

in Petaluma, CA, and grew up 
in Lakeport, CA. He graduated 
from Clear Lake H.S. in 1954 

Looking Back:  Early fire jump in R-5 Marble Mountains Wilderness 
Area. Photo by Douglas Beck, October 1999 issue Smokejumper.
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and later graduated from Chico 
State University with his teaching 
credential and a degree in Biology. 
Phil started his teaching career at 
Lee Vining H.S. (CA) where he 
taught math/science for two years. 
He then went on to Jackson H.S. 
(CA) where he taught 40 more 
years. Phil was in the National 
Guard and spent several years in 
the reserves.

Phil jumped at Redding 1959-
64 and spent 34 seasons with the 
USFS where he did everything 
from “cleaning outhouses to 
working as the assistant to 
the District Rec Officer at the 
Mammoth RS.”

“I’ve lived in Jackson, CA, for 
57 years working in my garden, 
hiking many trails in the Sierra, 
and working in my woodshop. 
Many of my best years have been 
working with the smokejumpers 
in Redding—something I am 
always thinking about.” 

Fred L. Cramer  
(Cave Junction ’59)

Fred was born December 28, 
1938, in Placerville, CA, and grew 
up in Southern Oregon where he 
graduated from Grants Pass H.S. 
in 1958. He worked the Douglas 
Forest Protective Association out 
of Roseburg, Oregon, for three 
years before his rookie year at 
Cave Junction where he jumped 
1959-65. Fred attended Southern 
Oregon University before 
going to work with the DuPont 
Corporation. He served in the 
US Navy reserve for six years. 
He was an explosive technician 
for 18 years in Ashland, Oregon, 
before starting his own transport 
company. Fred is currently (2023) 
a partner in a renewable energy 

National Forest, Idaho). At that 
time, I had a romantic view of a 
career in fire control and became a 
smokejumper. 

“Firefighting could only be a 
summer job for most of us who did 
not have a forestry degree. Reality 
sank in when we had our first 
child. I moved on to a university 
teaching career, and Frances 
became a librarian. But I do not 
regret a day I proudly spent among 
fellow jumpers. Many became life-
long friends, and altogether too 
many have gone off the list.”

Robert jumped at Missoula 
1959-61 and 1963.

James A. “Jim” Gordon  
(Missoula ’59)

Jim worked summers of 1958-
59 while a student at Vanderbilt 
University where he graduated 
with a degree in 1959. He jumped 
at Missoula during the 1959 
season and had six practice and 
three fire jumps. He retired in 
1989 from IBM after 25 years and 
became the Coordinator for the 
FedEx PGA Tour golf tournament. 
He also owned a jewelry business 
specializing in custom work and 
diamonds. Jim has two married 
daughters and four grandchildren.

Mike J. Greeson  
(Missoula ’59)

Mike was born September 9, 
1939, in Keota, OK. He grew up in 
Durant, OK, and graduated from 
Durant H.S. in 1957. Mike earned 
his degree at Southeastern State 
College in 1964. He also earned 
a Master’s Degree from Georgia 
State University in 1972. Mike 
served 30 years in the United States 
Army. He retired as a Lieutenant 
Colonel in 1987. He started his 

company and living in Florence, 
Oregon. “During my time as a 
smokejumper, I believe Ralph 
Williams and I set a record for the 
most smokejumpers dropped on 
fires in one day and I don’t think 
anyone has passed our number 
before CJ was shut down. It is too 
bad that CJ was shut down but 
the management made grievous 
errors but that is another story for 
another time.”  

Robert G. Cushing  
(Missoula ’59)

Robert was born October 14, 
1938, and grew up in Concord, 
New Hampshire, where he 
graduated from Concord H.S. 
in 1956. He earned his BA from 
Dartmouth in 1960 and his Ph.D. 
from Indiana University in 1966. 
He married Frances in 1960 and 
started his career at University of 
Texas (Austin) teaching and doing 
research until 2000.

“After retiring from the 
University, I worked part-time for 
a newspaper (Austin American-
Statesman) and on a book The Big 
Sort. I also did pro bono statistical 
and computer work for The Rural 
Strategies Group (University of 
Tennessee) and for their Daily 
Yonder, an online paper focusing 
on rural news.” The Big Sort is an 
attempt to define and argue the 
implications of the sweeping social 
and political balkanization that has 
swept across America over the last 
30 years. The book was reviewed 
by the New York Times in June 
2008. 

“In 1957 and 1958, I spent 
the summers on fire lookouts 
(Spot Mountain and Salmon 
Mountain on the Magruder 
Ranger District, Selway-Bitterroot 
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career in Infantry and later moved 
to the Aviation Branch in the 
Army. Mike is an Airborne Ranger 
and flew helicopters during his 
tour in Vietnam from 1968-1969. 
Upon retirement from the Army 
in 1987, Mike and a business 
partner formed L&M Properties 
which owned and managed 
multiple condos and apartment 
complexes throughout Oklahoma 
City and the western part of the 
state. Since retiring, he has lived 
in NYC, NJ, NM, and TX. He 
and his wife moved to Pinehurst, 
NC in 2021. “Mike is very proud 
of his time as a smoke jumper. 
He has great memories from his 
experiences working for the US 
Forest Service!” Mike jumped at 
Missoula during the 1959 season.

Harvey B. Harden  
(Idaho City ’59)

Harvey was born July 6, 1940, 
in Blackwell, Oklahoma. He was 
raised on a ranch near Eagle, 
Idaho, graduating from Gem State 
Academy in Caldwell in 1958. He 
attended Walla Walla University 
earning his BA in Business 
Administration. He received his 
master’s from Eastern Washington 
University in 1970. Harvey taught 
high school business classes in 
Rainier, Washington, for two 
years, then became a Classification 
and Testing Analyst for the city of 
Spokane, WA. Within a few years, 
he became the Spokane Civil 
Service Director, retiring in July 
2002, with 34 years of service.

Harvey and his wife live in 
Liberty Lake, Washington. He 
trained in McCall and jumped out 
of Idaho City from 1959 to 1963

Del G. Hessel (McCall ’59)
Del was born November 13, 

1940, in Washington D.C. and 
grew up in D.C., Montana and 
Colorado. He graduated from 
Englewood (CO) H.S. in 1959 
and got his bachelor’s and master’s 
from Colorado State University in 
1963-64. 

Del started out working at the 
Nevada Youth Training Center 
(Elko) 1964-66, and at Grand 
Junction H.S. (1966-68) where his 
started a Cross Country team and 
won the State 5A Championship 
his 2nd year. He then went on 
to Boulder H.S. 1968-70 before 
starting a long career at Colorado 
State University 1970-76, 1996-
2007. Between those years he 
coached at Western Kentucky 
University (1976-80), University 
of New Mexico (1980-91), and 
Lane Community College in 
Eugene, Oregon (1993-96). 

Back at Colorado State, Del 
retired from college coaching in 
2007. He is a nationally ranked 
and known Track & Field official 
in addition to his reputation as 
one of the top Track and Cross-
Country Coaches in the nation. 

Besides head coaching duties, 
Del served on the US Olympic 
development staff for 10 years and 
was on the World Cup staff. Del 
jumped at McCall 1959-61. 

William P. “Bill” Kolar  
(Missoula ’59)

Bill was born January 10, 1940, 
in Great Falls, Montana. He was 
raised on a 17,000-acre ranch 
owned by his Dad. The nearest 
town was Stanford where Bill 
went to grade and high school. 
“My young years were filled with 

the ranch working with livestock, 
building and repairing miles of 
fence, and putting up tons of hay 
and alfalfa.” After graduating from 
high school, he worked for the 
local ranger district on trails and 
campground maintenance. 

Bill rookied at Missoula in 1959 
and, along with 14 others, was 
detailed to Grangeville for that 
season. He jumped at Missoula the 
1960-61 seasons. 

After graduating from college 
with a degree in Engineering, 
Bill started work on the Kootenai 
N.F. in 1962 where he spent 10 
years. He spent three years on 
the Clearwater N.S. and his last 
10 years on the Beaverhead N.F. 
Bill retired in 1994 after a 34-year 
career with the USFS. He currently 
lives in Dillon, Montana.

Glen W. McBride 
(Cave Junction ’59)

Glen was born August 18, 1939, 
in San Angelo, Texas, and grew up 
in Tooele, Utah, Winnemucca, 
Nevada, and Burns, Oregon where 
he graduated from Burns H.S. in 
1958. He received a bachelor’s in 
Business from Portland State in 
1966 and further education from 
the USDA Food Technology 
program at Texas A&M.

Glen worked as a lumber 
salesman in Florida, with the 
Chrysler Corp in sales 1967-72, 
built houses and developed land 
1973-87, and in 1988, went to 
work for the USDA as a Food 
Safety Inspector. He spent a long 
career with the USDA working 
in the western states and Alaska 
and retiring in 2008. Glen jumped 
at Cave Junction 1959-60 and 
Fairbanks 1961.


